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vIntroduction to the series Why We Post
This book is one of a series of 11 titles. There are nine monographs 
devoted to specific field sites (including this one) in Brazil, Chile, China, 
England, India, Italy, Trinidad and Turkey  – they will be published in 
2016– 17. The series also includes a comparative book about all of our 
findings, published to accompany this title, and a final book which con-
trasts the visuals that people post on Facebook in the English field site 
with those on our Trinidadian field site.
When we tell people that we have written nine monographs about 
social media around the world, and that they all have the same chap-
ter headings (apart from Chapter 5), they are concerned about potential 
repetition. However, if you decide to read several of these books (and we 
very much hope you do), you will see that this device has been helpful in 
showing the precise opposite. Each book is as individual and distinct as 
if it were on an entirely different topic.
This is perhaps our single most important finding. Most studies 
of the internet and social media are based on research methods that 
assume we can generalise across different groups. We look at tweets in 
one place and write about ‘Twitter’. We conduct tests about social media 
and friendship in one population, and then write on this topic as if 
friendship means the same thing for all populations. By presenting nine 
books with the same chapter headings, you can judge for yourselves 
what kinds of generalisations are, or are not, possible.
Our intention is not to evaluate social media, either positively or 
negatively. Instead the purpose is educational, providing detailed evi-
dence of what social media has become in each place, and the local con-
sequences, including local evaluations.
Each book is based on 15 months of research during which time 
most of the anthropologists lived, worked and interacted with people in 
the local language. Yet they differ from the dominant tradition of writ-
ing social science books. Firstly they do not engage with the academic 
literatures on social media. It would be highly repetitive to have the 
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same discussions in all nine books. Instead discussions of these litera-
tures are to be found in our comparative book, How the World Changed 
Social Media. Secondly these monographs are not comparative, which 
again is the primary function of this other volume. Thirdly, given the 
immense interest in social media from the general public, we have tried 
to write in an accessible and open style. This means we have adopted 
a mode more common in historical writing of keeping all citations and 
the discussion of all wider academic issues to endnotes. If you prefer to 
read above the line, each text offers a simple narrative about our find-
ings. If you want to read a more conventional academic book that relates 
the material to its academic context, this can be done through engaging 
with the endnotes.
We hope you enjoy the results, and we hope you will also read our 
comparative book  – and perhaps some of the other monographs  – in 
addition to this one.
vii
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Introduction: Online and on  
the margins in Alto Hospicio, Chile
On 18 September 2014  – Chile’s national holiday, the Fiestas Patrias  –  
24- year- old Nicole work up early in her family apartment. She looked 
out the window at Alto Hospicio, in the north of the country. Her mother 
was in the kitchen preparing food for the occasion and her father had 
just arrived home from a week- long shift as a heavy machine operator at 
a large copper mine a few hours away from the city. She could hear her 
younger brother still snoring through the thin walls of their small apart-
ment. As usual she grabbed her second- hand iPhone 4 to send Martin, her 
boyfriend of five years, a Facebook message wishing him a good morn-
ing. Then she began skimming through Facebook. After reading a num-
ber of posts wishing everyone a fun- filled holiday, she wrote her own post 
related to Fiestas Patrias.
Primero, soy HOSPICEÑA, Después, soy NORTINA, y último, soy 
Chilena. . .así qué viva Alto Hospicio! Viva el Norte!
First I am HOSPICEÑA [from the city of Alto Hospicio], next I am 
NORTHERN and finally I am Chilean . . . so Hooray Alto Hospicio! 
Hooray the North!!
In this short post Nicole declared her loyalties – first to her city, next to 
the region and only then to her country, even on the national holiday. 
In many ways she used this post to establish how she imagines her posi-
tion in the world, and the way she understands herself in relation to 
various larger communities to which she belongs. Alto Hospicio is con-
sidered a marginalised city, and the far north of the country a periph-
eral region. By emphasising these more local ways of identifying rather 
than her national pride, she highlights her own marginality as a citizen. 
Particularly during Fiestas Patrias, a time invested with national symbol-
ism, when she writes ‘Viva Alto Hospicio! Viva el Norte!’ she leaves the 
much more common phrase ‘Viva Chile’ notably absent.
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Nicole’s proclamations of loyalty to city, region and nation are par-
ticularly poignant as conveyed through social media, a form of communi-
cation often imagined as existing beyond any borders. Social media has 
become associated with global networks, unfettered by nation- states, 
geographical differences or even cultural variation. Yet Nicole used this 
medium precisely to declare certain kinds of place- based citizenship.
Citizenship, in its colloquial use, is generally understood to mean 
an individual’s membership in a political and geographic community. It 
includes that individual’s legal status in relation to a governing body, but 
also her or his participation within the public defined by that governing 
body. These range from small- scale, local, face- to- face communities, in 
which an action such as picking up litter makes one a ‘good citizen’, to the 
much larger communities such as the nation – or even a sense of ‘global 
citizenship’ where most members do not know one another face- to- face, 
yet individuals still feel obligations to contribute to a collective good.
The specific meaning of citizenship varies considerably in different 
historical, physical and cultural contexts. Bosniak suggests that we con-
ceive of citizenship as a collection of interwoven strands including legal 
status in an organised community, rights within such communities, 
public participation and feelings of belonging.1 Considering these differ-
ent conceptions of citizenship allows us to differentiate between them, 
while also recognising that they are always (en)tangled. These various 
meanings at times complement one another; at other times there may be 
tension between them. As Nicole’s post makes clear, citizenship is often 
deeply connected to people’s understanding of who, where and how 
they exist in the world.
Traditional treatments of citizenship acknowledge the role of mass 
media in its construction, particularly in terms of belonging and nation-
alism. For example, in tracing the spread of print media beginning with 
the Industrial Revolution, Benedict Anderson suggests that speakers of 
different varieties of a language such as English or Spanish may have 
found it difficult to understand people from another region, even if they 
nominally spoke the ‘same’ language. With the rise of national news-
papers, however, people began to see themselves as similar to others in 
the rest of their country, who were readers of the very same paper, and 
began to understand the nation as an ‘imagined community’.2 With the 
emergence of internet communication, and particularly the interactive 
features of social media, we can see how these imagined communities 
are now likely to cross national borders quite easily.
Anderson indeed suggests that the local alignment of social habits, 
culture, attachment and political participation are being unravelled, in 
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part, by modern communications. However, virtual spaces also allow 
for conceptions of citizenship that move beyond formal, legal and con-
stitutional definitions in order to emphasise the ‘everyday practices of 
belonging through which social membership is negotiated’.3 As we see 
from Nicole’s Facebook post, in some instances global forms of commu-
nication become the very space in which individuals use place- based 
ways of expressing the self. And Nicole is not alone. Though not always 
as explicit, the residents of Alto Hospicio, Chile often use social media to 
express various forms of citizenship related to the city, region or nation. 
Much like the ‘public sphere’, described by Habermas4 as a domain of 
social life in which public opinion may be formed and debated, social 
media provides a space for discussion, for expressing opinions – and thus 
creates a public for discussing and contesting what citizenship means.
Because this new public sphere of social media is, in theory, open 
to and viewable by people almost anywhere in the world, we often 
find it easy to assume that it fosters forms of cosmopolitan citizenship, 
privileging the view that all people, regardless of geographic location 
or political affiliations, are citizens in a single community. As borders 
become increasingly porous, with capital, goods, people and ideas 
flowing practically unimpeded by geographic boundaries,5 citizenship 
takes on new meaning. Within such a context, the way Nicole and many 
other Hospiceños place importance on locally based forms of citizen-
ship becomes all the more meaningful, particularly as residents of a 
marginalised area. Social media provides an ideal medium for study-
ing these types of self- expression, rendering them visible both to other 
Hospiceños and to the ethnographic observer.
Hospiceños contrast their experiences with the types of national 
or global citizenship that often accompany movements of people and 
ideas, promoting a sense of solidarity within the community rather 
than emphasising distinctions. These individuals identify in ways that 
highlight local affiliation connected to family, social networks, work 
and community politics. When Hospiceños express these identifications 
through social media it often reinforces their values of normativity in 
surprising ways. This book elucidates the ways in which Hospiceños use 
social media as a conduit to highlight certain discourses and erase oth-
ers, in the service of sustaining normativity and redefining citizenship 
from a a marginalised position.
These themes of citizenship, marginality and normativity are per-
tinent to the discussion of social media in this book. This is because, 
particularly in a marginalised area, social media has become the 
most prominent public sphere in which claims to and contestations of 
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citizenship may be made. In Alto Hospicio most of what people post on 
social media is in some sense connected to the performance, maintenance 
or examination of what it means to be a good citizen.6 Of course not all 
postings explicitly announce that they are about citizenship, as Nicole’s 
did on the national holiday. Instead most of Hospiceños’ posts masquerade 
as funny memes, silly videos, mundane photographs or banal recounting 
of the day’s events in a status update. When framed as claims that their 
marginality actually represents a normative form of citizenship, however, 
the extraordinary potential of an ordinary post is revealed.
Viva Alto Hospicio!
When Nicole wrote her Facebook post, declaring ‘First I am Hospiceña’, 
she communicated the importance of her connection to Alto Hospicio. 
She positioned herself as one of the roughly 100,000 residents who 
occupy this city near the geographic centre of the Norte Grande, or 
‘Great North’ region of Chile. Alto Hospicio, literally translated as ‘High 
Accommodation’, sits high on a sand dune overlooking the Pacific Ocean, 
but at first glance there is little that seems hospitable about the place.
The Great North is enveloped by the Atacama Desert, the driest in 
the world, and the natural landscape is barren. Sand permeates every-
thing. Most roads in the city are paved, but covered with a layer of sand, 
giving them the same neutral colour as the empty lots that host beds of 
discarded rubbish. Cars line the streets from one end to another, also 
covered in a thin layer of sandy dust. Homes are usually constructed 
of painted cement blocks or bricks, with flat roofs, and surrounded by 
security fences. Dogs lie by the side of the street, often with a coat of 
sand covering their fur. Average annual precipitation is about 1  mm, 
so plant life is almost completely absent, apart from a few plazas with 
artificially grown palms, flowers and grass. Playgrounds and cement 
basketball courts are common, and well used, leaving them with peel-
ing, faded paint. The wares sold at corner shops spill out into the street, 
alongside faded poster advertisements that look as if they were printed 
in the mid- 1980s. On busy streets and plazas vendors lay out wares on 
blankets, selling everything from fresh produce and prepared lunches to 
school supplies and used clothing.
Despite its 100,000 residents, Alto Hospicio feels like a small 
city that continues to sprawl. The central business area occupies only 
three blocks of busy road, and includes city government offices, the 
cultural centre, several banks, two supermarkets and what seems like 
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100 barbers shops. The city began to grow in the early 1990s, jumping 
from 9,000 residents in 1992 to over 90,000 a decade later, and has been 
officially recognised as a municipality only since 2004. Although it is 
a new city, there is something that looks faded and used about almost 
everything. Nothing seems to be shiny or fresh in Alto Hospicio.
Glancing at the social media profiles of young Hospiceños makes 
this clear. They snap selfies in front of their dusty school buildings or 
inside their homes, usually decorated with furniture and textiles pur-
chased second- hand at the city’s outdoor market. Even the humorous 
C H I L E
Santiago
B O L I V I A
B R A Z I L
PA R A G U AY
URUGUAY
ARGENTINA
Iquique &
Alto Hospic io
Fig. 1.1 Map of Chile showing Alto Hospicio, nearby Iquique and the 
national capital, Santiago
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memes so popular among Chileans are passed from page to page like 
reused goods.
Though the majority of this young generation grew up in Alto 
Hospicio, most of their parents did not. The population boom of the 
1990s was a result of strong economic conditions in the region. Alto 
Hospicio sits between the port city of Iquique, with its tax- free import 
zone, Zofri, and copper mining operations in the Altiplano, the high 
plain of Chile’s interior. So, despite the seemingly barren surroundings, 
the region teems with natural resources, from fishing and importation 
on the Pacific coast to the copper reserves in the Andes mountains. 
Because of these resources, the region attracts migrants from central 
and southern Chile, as well as international migrants from Bolivia, Peru 
and Colombia, all looking for better work opportunities.
The entire Norte Grande7 region is essential to Chile’s economy. The 
port in Iquique is one of the most important in western South America, 
and employs about 20,000 people, loading and unloading cargo, 
Fig. 1.2 Detailed map of Iquique and Alto Hospicio 
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shipping goods and selling tax- free items in Zofri. Even more influen-
tial is the mining industry, which employs over 150,000 people through-
out Chile, most of whom are concentrated in the Great North. Copper 
exports alone make up about 20 per cent of the country’s GDP and 60 per 
cent of its exports.8 Yet while the people who consider Alto Hospicio their 
home make up a significant proportion of workers in both these indus-
tries, they rarely experience the true economic benefits of this industry.
The economy of this mining region in Chile is a study of contrasting 
juxtaposition, in which vast mineral wealth is surrounded by a seemingly 
endless desert void. In Iquique’s new southern neighbourhoods high-level 
managers and international engineers buy mini- mansions and park their 
Hummers in the driveway. At the same time the majority of mining work-
ers and their families live in modest neighbourhoods in northern and 
central Iquique or in Alto Hospicio, often inhabiting homes with cement 
floors and lacking conveniences such as hot water. In Alto Hospicio some 
entire neighbourhoods are tomas [takings], in which residents simply 
claimed the land without any title by building their own houses there.
Iquique is surrounded by water to the west and a 600- m sand 
dune to the east. The latter curves toward the ocean to close off the city 
in the north and south, dropping almost directly into the sea. As both 
Fig. 1.3 A view of Alto Hospicio from a hill in the central eastern part 
of the city
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Fig. 1.4 A self- constructed home in a toma neighbourhood
the mining and importation industries boomed in the 1990s and huge 
numbers of migrants arrived to the region from other parts of Chile and 
abroad, Iquique simply could not accommodate more people: moving to 
Alto Hospicio was the only option. The sand dune had long been home to 
a mining train depot, dating from the early twentieth century, and a few 
indigenous peoples’ settlements that had been there since the 1950s. 
Migrants began staking claims to land on the dune, simply by beginning 
to build on the area that later became known as the Auto Construcción 
[Self-Construction] neighbourhood.
As the city continued to grow, new neighbourhood developments 
became more organised, with homes and large apartment buildings 
funded by government programmes. Alto Hospicio continued to be 
officially part of Iquique until 12 April 2004, when President Ricardo 
Lagos Escobar signed Law No. 19943 declaring Alto Hospicio a separate 
municipality. Today most reports suggest that Alto Hospicio has about 
100,000 inhabitants, though no census results have been made public 
since 2002.
Residents describe the city as marginal and disenfranchised, 
calling it fome [boring] and ugly. Because almost all residences in the 
city are modest  – either self- constructed or part of government social 
housing systems  – a uniform and utilitarian aesthetic pervades the 
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landscape. Those in the port city of Iquique, just 10 km down the sand 
dune to the east, often describe Alto Hospicio as impoverished, danger-
ous and ‘uninhabitable’. In 2014 and 2015, during which I conducted the 
majority of my field work, the Indice de Calidad de Vida Urbana [National 
Index of Quality of Urban Life] ranked Alto Hospicio last among cities in 
Chile. The rankings took into consideration working conditions, busi-
ness climates, sociocultural conditions, transportation connectivity, 
health, environment and housing.9 Hospiceños certainly recognise these 
stereotypes about the city, and do not necessarily disagree. However, 
they see their marginalised city as part of the way they perceive them-
selves – not as victims, but as an exploited community that continues to 
fight for its rights.
When the quality of life ranking appeared in the news, many 
Hospiceños shared a link to the article on Facebook, commenting with 
Fig. 1.5 ‘Alto Hospicio occupies last place in ranking of quality of life  
in cities’
 
SOC IAL MED IA IN NORTHERN CH I LE10
both pride and sarcasm. Commentaries ranged from ‘Díos mío, como 
sobreviven???’ [My God, how do they survive?] to ‘Vengan a visitar a 
nuestro paradiso’ [Come visit our paradise]. No one contested the rank-
ing or listed things that they felt could be assets for the city. Instead 
they employed sarcasm to highlight both their pride in being from Alto 
Hospicio, as well as calling attention to their marginalised subjectivity 
that comes as part of being a Hospiceño. They knew most people who 
would see their comments on the post were Hospiceños as well, but still 
felt it was important to comment. Within the local public sphere, these 
types of public comments about marginality were important to express 
belonging and community cohesion.
Viva El Norte!
Alto Hospicio’s quality of life ranking clearly marks the city as mar-
ginal. Yet it also calls attention to the fact the entire northern region 
is in many ways a peripheral zone. Indeed, this positioning was 
important to Nicole’s declaration of northern pride as well. Despite 
a few high- ranking mining professionals who make their homes in 
Iquique, the wealth and prestige of Chile is concentrated away from 
the North. At the same time, however, this wealth and prestige very 
much depends on the northern region’s natural resources.10 Copper 
exports from the Great North make up about one- third of the coun-
try’s income, significantly contributing to the fact that Chile’s econ-
omy expands by about six per cent annually while unemployment 
and inflation remain very low.11 In fact it was the natural resources 
of the Great North’s Atacama Desert that brought the region into the 
Chilean nation in the first place.
The Inca were the first to exploit the natural resources of the 
Atacama, developing silver mining after they colonised the Chango 
indigenous people of the region in the early sixteenth century. Spanish 
colonists, who conquered the area and its people a few decades later, 
further exploited silver deposits and built up the city of Iquique as a 
social and economic centre. When Peru won independence from Spain 
in 1821, Iquique and the surrounding mining towns became part of this 
new nation. It was not until the 1830s, when prospectors discovered 
deposits of the natural fertiliser sodium nitrate in the Atacama, that the 
governments of Bolivia, Chile and Peru began to consider the land valu-
able. All three nations hoped to profit from mining, and began negotiat-
ing what was previously an undefined border. After decades of dispute, 
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Fig. 1.6 Map of territory changes as a result of the War of the Pacific
and encouraged by British financiers, Chilean president Aníbal Pinto 
sent troops to capture the resource- rich desert that was under Bolivian 
rule. In accordance with a previous treaty Peru came to the defence of 
Bolivia, joining in combat against Chile. Pinto declared war on both 
nations in April 1879, thus beginning what became known as the War of 
the Pacific (1879– 83). By the end of the conflict in 1884 Chile had taken 
Bolivia’s entire coastline and Peru’s southernmost province of Tarapacá, 
thus moving its northern border more than 700 km north. The area of 
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Iquique and Alto Hospicio, as well as Antofagasta (more than 400 km to the 
south), had both previously been Bolivian areas. Arica (300 km to the north), 
formerly part of Peru, also now came under Chilean rule. Most impor-
tantly, the resource- rich Atacama Desert had become Chilean territory. 
The border has remained as such, though the area is still disputed; 
Bolivia and Peru continue to file challenges with the United Nations 
International Court of Justice.
When Chile finally firmed up its claim to the Atacama territory, 
the government quickly set about a process of ‘Chileanisation’ to cement 
their sovereignty. Military units were stationed in the area, not only as 
deterrents to Peruvian and Bolivian forces, but also to remind the pop-
ulace of their new nationality. To mitigate resentment towards the mil-
itary, and the new nation as a whole, the Chilean government launched 
projects aimed at incorporating the northern population into the nation- 
state. It mounted projects in religion and education for both children 
and adults, projects which Frazier calls ‘key vehicles for promulgating 
official memory’.12
Modernisation was at the core of the country’s nationalist dis-
course. The newly won northern region of Tarapacá was home to nitrate 
exports that provided economic means to sustain such an image. A new 
class of wealthy citizens emerged from the nitrate industry, strength-
ening Chile’s reputation as a country of wealth, culture, progress and 
modernity, but most were based in the capital, Santiago.
Nitrate mining, particularly as backed by foreign investment, 
created a boom in the region. Though most of the new- made nitrate 
barons settled in Santiago or abroad, those who settled in Iquique 
quickly set about constructing the city in European style; a municipal 
theatre was included among many stately buildings of colonial archi-
tecture, made of Oregon pine. Migrants began arriving from Southern 
Chile, Bolivia, Peru and other South American nations to fulfil the 
need for labour in the mines and processing plants. The nitrate indus-
try proved short- lived, however; a German- made synthetic substi-
tute was created in 1909, causing the Chilean industry to collapse by 
the 1940s.
Cycles of economic boom and bust have characterised the area 
since the nitrate era. The most recent mining boom, beginning in the 
1980s, has been in copper exportation, and it continued through the 
time of my field work. In the current decade (2010s) northern Chile 
supplies one- third of the world’s copper, which makes up 60 per cent 
of the country’s exports and 20 per cent of its GDP. Large multinational 
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companies such as Phelps Dodge and Sumitomo have partnered with 
CODELCO, the state- owned copper company. Much of the profit is sent 
abroad, to Japan, the United States and the United Kingdom, while the 
Chilean government averages about 11.5 billion US$ per year in profits 
from mining.13
The influence of mining also made Tarapacá the ‘birthplace of the 
Chilean labour movement’.14 In the early nineteenth century most of 
the labour force in the sodium nitrate fields was composed of migrants 
from southern Chile, Argentina, Peru and Bolivia. Despite very differ-
ent backgrounds, these workers overcame ethnic and national differ-
ences to organise their demands for better working conditions. Such 
solidarity was in part a consequence of their labour and lives being so 
thoroughly controlled by the nitrate industry. Mining companies often 
paid wages in tokens usable only at company- owned stores, and most 
workers had no family resources on which to rely. The nitrate fields 
were also so distant from workers’ homes that it was almost impossible 
to return to their communities with any regularity. With the mobility 
of the workforce restricted, the companies found it easier to enforce 
adherence to work schedules and rules. As Frazier suggests, these con-
ditions gave workers the sense that ‘solidarity among the miners was 
their sole means of protecting themselves against the ups and downs 
Fig. 1.7 Iquique’s Municipal Theatre, decorated for Fiestas Patrias
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of the mining cycle and exploitation by the foreign companies’.15 The 
labour movement, increasingly important until the early twentieth 
century, organised not only for better working conditions, particularly 
in response to times of economic depression: it also supported the cre-
ation of schools, adult education programmes, cultural centres and 
women’s centres, and has been noted as providing a foundation for 
Chilean socialism.16
The Great North was a strong region for the socialist party in 
Chile through the 1960s, making it a particularly prominent target 
when Augusto Pinochet’s United States- backed neoliberal regime over-
threw Salvador Allende’s socialist government in 1973. General Sergio 
Arellano flew by helicopter from Santiago to the northern provinces in 
what came to be known as the ‘Caravan of Death’. He visited the prisons 
filled with ‘subversives’ – socialist party sympathisers – and singled out 
the highest profile prisoners for execution, sometimes as many as 26 at 
a time.
Of those who were not imprisoned, tortured or disappeared, 
many Northerners fled the country. The area was already well 
equipped with tunnels into Peru. They had been used to smuggle 
food into Chile during the preceding US- led embargo designed to 
weaken the socialist party, paving the way for a leadership more sym-
pathetic to neoliberal reforms. When, despite the embargo, Chileans 
reaffirmed their faith in socialism by electing Allende, the United 
States backed Pinochet’s violent military coup. The food- smuggling 
tunnels were then transformed into escape routes, and at times, into 
living quarters. Overall the brutal regime executed or disappeared 
3,200 Chileans. It imprisoned an additional 80,000, while more than 
200,000 fled the country.17
The influence of the Pinochet regime was multifaceted, resulting 
in huge economic impacts on the region as well. Indeed, the United 
States backed the regime specifically as a means to install Milton 
Friedman’s neoliberal economic theories as a test case. These policies 
centred on privatising state- owned companies and resources, dereg-
ulating business, cutting social services and opening the country to 
unimpeded imports.18 As a result inflation spiralled to 374 per cent. 
More than 400 state- owned companies were privatised and tariffs 
were brought down by an average 70 per cent. Chileans working in 
manufacturing and related industries quickly lost their jobs as cheaper 
imports flooded the market. Unemployment under Allende had been 
about three per cent, but under the new ‘economic shock’ dictated by 
Friedman it reached 20 per cent. In 1975 Pinochet’s finance minister 
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reduced government spending by 27 per cent and continued to cut: in 
1980 government spending reached just 50 per cent of what it had 
been under Allende, leading to further unemployment and fewer social 
resources at a time when they were acutely needed. The government 
almost entirely defunded social services. The social security system 
was privatised, health care changed to a pay- as- you- go system and pub-
lic schools19 were replaced with vouchers and chartered schools; even 
cemeteries were privatised.20
Pinochet’s government maintained these policies until 1982 when 
the Chilean economy crashed – debt exploded, hyperinflation took hold 
and unemployment rocketed to 30 per cent. Pinochet was forced to re- 
nationalise several companies. Naomi Klein points out that in retrospect 
Pinochet’s saving grace was that he had never privatised the state cop-
per mine company CODELCO, which generated 85 per cent of Chile’s 
revenue from exports. Copper from the Great North saved the country 
from complete financial ruin.
However, those profits went to the government and wealthy inves-
tors, while workers in the north felt the brunt of economic problems cre-
ated by extreme ‘free market’ reforms; they were in large part among 
the 45 per cent of citizens who had fallen below the poverty line by 
1988. Pinochet’s regime was finally defeated in a democratic election 
in 1989. However, subsequent democratically elected administrations 
intensified the export- oriented neoliberal reforms, though with less vio-
lent and totalitarian control.
These histories of exploitation and violence give Northerners a 
certain character, particularly in terms of their sense of citizenship. 
For many Chileans, the legacy of the Pinochet regime has left a void 
in political life in the North, as people try to distance themselves from 
national politics. Yet at the same time memories of the labour movement 
that began with nitrate workers remain a strong organising principle 
for Northerners, who understand themselves as similarly exploited for 
the benefit of those living in Santiago or who take the profits abroad. 
Nitrate- era imagery even figures prominently in memes that declare 
northern pride. Such memes that reference local historical politics are 
popular and posted by social media users in order to highlight their 
identification as Northerners. These memes differ drastically from those 
that comment on national politics, which often involve Photoshopped 
pictures of current politicians in ridiculous situations, overlaid with 
funny text and commentary. Being Northern is thus often about claim-
ing political citizenship on a local level while eschewing national poli-
tics, and Hospiceños use social media as a key place to express this kind 
 
 
SOC IAL MED IA IN NORTHERN CH I LE16
of citizenship. Citizenship is about more than politics, however, and this 
history equally affects how Hospiceños see their participation within the 
nation– state in a variety of formations  – among them sociality, econ-
omy, politics and legal rights.
Viva Chile?!?
In many ways the legacy of the Pinochet regime made Chile precisely 
what Friedman hoped  – a neoliberal example. Following the vote to 
end Pinochet’s rule, subsequent democratically elected administrations 
have maintained neoliberal economic policies, through export promo-
tion strategies and continued privatisation. The government’s role in 
the economy is mostly limited to regulation, although as noted the state 
continues to operate copper giant CODELCO and Banco Estado [State 
Bank]. Since 2006 Chile has boasted the highest per capita income in 
Latin America, with a purchasing power parity value of $21,948 between 
2010– 14,21 demonstrating the apparent success of these policies.
As economic anthropologists point out, neoliberalism is not just 
about faith in the ‘free market’; it also includes the reconfiguration of 
ideological assumptions about the role of individuals in society.22 These 
ideologies become embedded in normative social scripts.23 Rather 
than people expecting the government to provide for their basic needs, 
they expect government to act merely as a referee for private business. 
Individual responsibility often becomes a cultural value, promoted by 
political rhetoric which suggests those in need of social safety nets are 
failing to contribute to society, as well as similar but more subtle forms 
of discourse within education and advertising.24
Advertising in fact plays a major role in the adoption of neoliberal 
ideologies as cultural norms.25 When governments deregulate markets, 
they often become saturated with consumer products. Companies hope 
to distinguish their goods through advertising, which often appeals to 
certain forms of identification – middle class or luxury, masculinity or 
femininity, family or regional values, alternative lifestyles or youthful 
enjoyment. Specifically neoliberalism shifts the meaning of ‘citizenship’ 
so that citizens often participate in the political process through the pur-
chase of commodities, in ways that reinforce privatisation and eroded 
citizenship rights.26
These values are often evident on social media as well. From moti-
vational memes which encourage viewers to take responsibility for 
achieving their goals despite difficult life circumstances to selfies that 
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conspicuously display the trendiest brand-name accessories, neoliberal 
ideology has pervaded even this seemingly unencumbered media form. 
This is not the case for the majority of social media users in Alto Hospicio, 
but is certainly true of most users in Santiago and even Iquique.
Given the ways in which the private mining industry and tax- free 
imports have bolstered Iquique’s economy, it could be considered a 
poster city for neoliberal policies. Private industry continues to thrive 
in the area. Private banks and healthcare companies provide infrastruc-
ture, while nationally and internationally known private businesses 
such as Walmart (known as Lider in Chile), Home Depot (known as 
Sodimac) and McDonald’s provide commercial outlets for residents. The 
main attraction in Iquique is the beach flanked by restaurants and night-
clubs. The Dreams Casino is a popular spot not only for slot machines 
and craps tables, but also for weekly concerts. Of course the Zofri on the 
north side of the city is popular for buying imports, ranging from chil-
dren’s toys and clothing to new HD flat-screen televisions and cars from 
China, Japan and the United States. Iquique even boasts an ‘American- 
style’ mall with over 100 shops and a ten- screen movie theatre. The food 
court offers international favourites such as KFC and Yogen Fruz, as well 
as national chains such as Doggis serving completos [hot dogs]. In con-
trast to Alto Hospicio, a handful of cafes, restaurants and bars offer free 
Wi- Fi to patrons.
The absence of Wi- Fi in Alto Hospicio may be indicative of a more 
extensive difference. Alto Hospicio is a city built within, and because of, 
the economic outcomes of neoliberalism, but the consequences of this 
ideology have been quite different here than in most places. Businesses 
of the sort that can afford extensive advertisement have never placed 
importance on attracting Hospiceños as potential customers. This has 
lessened the influence of ‘keeping up with the Joneses’-type class con-
sciousness; Hospiceños generally see little value in conspicuous con-
sumption and feel no shame in seeking assistance from social services. 
Consequently Hospiceños retain their expectation that the government 
should provide services such as housing, healthcare and education. The 
lack of large- scale advertising has also left the market open for the types 
of small, family- owned companies that are often eclipsed by larger busi-
nesses. In Alto Hospicio this trend promotes the valuing of community 
over ‘outsiders’, and means that to a large extent the association of con-
sumer products with certain forms of identification has never taken root.
In contrast most Chilean cities, including Iquique and Santiago, 
represent a neoliberal system as it was intended by economic architects 
such as Friedman  – one in which private businesses provide for most 
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needs and people are ‘free’ to consume products that they see as con-
tributing to their sense of self. And this neoliberal system is central to 
the fact that most middle- and upper- class  Chileans see their country 
as more ‘Europeanised’ or ‘Americanised’ than its neighbours, citing the 
stable government, military and economy, as well as the world- class cos-
mopolitan city of Santiago.
The International Monetary Fund and World Bank have used Chile’s 
free- market economy as a model for the region.27 Santiago, in particular, 
provides proof that the ‘modernity’ associated with neoliberal econom-
ics places Chile among the most highly developed nations of the world.28 
Santiago is home to the best Chilean universities, which represent some 
of the highest ranked educational institutions in Latin America.29 It is also 
home to the national football team, which presents a serious challenge to 
the best teams in the world. In terms of art and literature Chileans have 
made contributions to world- renowned collections, and Santiago boasts 
museums and historical sites showcasing the lives of well- known Chileans 
Fig. 1.8 Billboard advertisement in central Iquique for Zofri  
Tommy Hilfiger shop
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such as Pablo Neruda and Isabel Allende.30 Musicians such as Victor Jara 
and Violeta Parra are still revered, and recent popular acts such as Gepe 
have gained international fame. Chile is also home to annual music festi-
vals such as Lollapalooza Chile, which attract musicians from around the 
world and hundreds of thousands of their fans.
Most Chileans in central urban areas conceptualise the nation not 
as mestizo [mixed race] nor multi- ethnic, but as homogenous, and in 
fact homogenously white.31 This homogeneity and claims to modernity 
‘bind the nation with a sense of “exceptionalism”, as most Chileans look 
at their country as a beacon of stability amidst a rather chaotic set of 
neighbouring countries’.32 Yet many Chileans in central urban areas also 
identify the poor living conditions in places such as Alto Hospicio as a 
symptom of national decline that conflicts with with a more prevalent 
national narrative of modernity.
Life on the margins
While Santiago appears comparable to cosmopolitan cities on any con-
tinent, Alto Hospicio looks and feels like another world. To travel the 
2,000 km between Alto Hospicio and Santiago takes about 30 hours 
by bus. Hospiceños experience this profound distance as both physical 
and figurative. Rather than perceiving themselves to be a part of this 
developed nation, Hospiceños view themselves as representatives of the 
country’s inequality. Chile’s high per-capita income is mitigated by its 
standing in 2015 as the developed nation with the highest inequality in 
the world.33 So while median income may be around US$20,000, even 
the most prosperous Hospiceños  – those who work in mining  – make 
only about US$8,000 a year. Those working outside the mining industry 
usually earn about half of that. Residents of Alto Hospicio watch as most 
of the profits from their region are funnelled back into economic trans-
actions in the national capital or sent abroad. Many Hospiceños feel 
ignored by national politicians and exploited by international industry.34 
To them Santiago often appears as a symbol of the economic exploita-
tion of the region, and of the nation’s economic inequalities in general.
Lessie Jo Frazier suggests that a unifying force for northern Chileans 
is their ‘profound sense of abandonment and persistence’.35 This sense of 
abandonment in many ways conditions the ways in which Hospiceños 
understand their position within the nation- state. Through a lens of mar-
ginality, many Hospiceños see themselves as peripheral, defined in con-
trast to the perceived centre of Santiago. Marginality is often used as a 
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category of analysis within the social sciences, generally to describe the 
conditions of people who struggle to gain societal and spatial access to 
resources and full participation in political life.36 In this view marginal-
ised people are socially, economically, politically and legally excluded, 
and therefore vulnerable to a host of forms of structural violence.37
Marginality is defined and described along both societal and spa-
tial axes. The societal axis focuses on demography, religion, culture, 
social structure, economics, politics and access to resources, emphasis-
ing the underlying causes of exclusion, inequality, social injustice and 
spatial segregation of people.38 The spatial dimension of marginality is 
primarily based on physical location and distance from centres of devel-
opment  – areas lying at the edge of, or poorly integrated into, local, 
national and global systems. The two axes intersect when marginal 
spaces are considered dirty and unhealthy, dangerous, disorganised and 
threatening to the established order, leading to depictions of the inhab-
itants of marginal barrios themselves as marginal people:  ‘backwards, 
aggressive, and primitive or uncivilized in nature, qualities that their 
geographical position on the urban periphery supposedly reflects’.39 In 
both senses marginality is not a static state, but a process that emerges 
and evolves with time in various types and scales in socio- economical 
and geo- political environments. Thus a person or group is not marginal, 
but marginalised, actively positioned as such through the deployment of 
power.40
Yet, as Goldstein points out, anthropological writing about mar-
ginal areas – sometimes referred to as barrios, favelas, barriadas, colo-
nias populares, shantytowns, encampments or tomas – have contested 
assumptions that marginal urban citizens are alienated and lacking 
agency to effect change over their circumstances.41 Instead anthropol-
ogists have pointed out the ways in which marginalised peoples and 
places are economically and culturally integrated into larger urban 
society, effectively engaging in struggles to improve their living condi-
tions.42 Yet despite this work the idea of marginality continues to figure 
prominently in popular and official ideologies of spatial and cultural 
identification and categorisation in urban Latin American society.43
I use marginality here then not as a theoretical principle, but as 
a way that Hospiceños identify.44 In actively distancing themselves 
from Santiago  – both in daily life and through their online activity  – 
Hospiceños identify as marginalised citizens through visual modes, 
discourses about personal relationships, ways of configuring their asso-
ciations with production and consumption and, perhaps most impor-
tantly, in their engagement with politics and national citizenship. In this 
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sense marginality is neither an analytical term nor a static identity, but 
something collectively and actively produced.45 Through this produc-
tion Hospiceños categorise themselves as that which is ‘unlike the cen-
tre’, while also instantiating a self- understanding46 that includes their 
social location as peripheral.
Evelyn, who moved to Alto Hospicio from Antofagasta in the early 
2000s, often used social media to express her experiences as ones of 
abandonment by the state. Having lived in a toma for almost a decade, 
she often complained about the lack of social services available, blam-
ing their absence on the national government. Evelyn’s husband Marco 
worked a seven- day shift in a mine about four hours from Alto Hospicio, 
leaving her alone with her ten- year- old son every other week. During 
this time Evelyn devoted most of her time to local campaigns, for exam-
ple opposing a sewage plant in her new neighbourhood or advocating for 
more children’s playgrounds. She had also been involved in recent may-
oral campaigns and helped with the 2012 census. She explained to me:
I know that if I want something done, I have to do it. The politi-
cians aren’t going to help me. Santiago isn’t going to help me. But 
I’m a fighter and even though they are absent I persevere.
In this complaint Evelyn both identifies herself as speaking from the 
periphery and distances herself from ‘Santiago’ as a symbol of the cen-
tre. These sentiments are reflected in her social media use. Evelyn cre-
ated a Facebook group to unite ‘outraged’ Alto Hospicio residents for 
social justice causes. These include the sewage plant and playgrounds 
mentioned above, as well as simply spreading information about corrup-
tion in the regional and national governments. She also uses WhatsApp 
extensively to organise citizens’ meetings, most recently focused on bar-
gaining collectively for better electricity rates. Although her personal 
Facebook page is peppered with funny videos and pictures of her young 
son, it also has a strong base in political memes and videos that denounce 
hypocrisies and inequalities perpetuated by the national government.
Through her online presence Evelyn both claims identification as a 
marginalised citizen as well as speaks back to the types of institutional 
and governmental power she believes lie at the root of these inequalities. 
Evelyn identifies herself in contrast to what she sees as an exploitative 
Chilean government and positions herself alongside her neighbours as 
‘outraged’, marginalised citizens advocating for their rights. In doing so 
she positions committed individuals as ‘good citizens’ while positioning 
the government, and those who support or benefit from its corruption, 
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as part of a national problem. She demonstrates that her allegiance is to 
the local community rather than a form of national citizenship. By doing 
so through social media she positions Facebook and similar platforms 
as the appropriate space in which these public-sphere debates should 
take place.
Erasing difference, highlighting normativity
To return to Nicole, her Facebook post declaring herself Hospiceña, 
Nortina and only then Chilena did much more than highlight her alle-
giances. Perhaps more importantly, it erased certain other possible 
forms of identification that might have been salient. Her gender is 
implicit in the Spanish noun formation, in which personal descriptors 
ending in ‘a’ indicate a woman as antecedent (i.e. Nortina- feminine vs. 
Nortino- masculine, or sometimes used as a gender- neutral form). Yet 
she does not draw attention to her gender here, as she could have done 
by saying ‘Soy una mujer Nortina’ [I am a northern woman]. Equally she 
emphasises location, rather than a particular political party or stance. 
Location also replaces the possibility of identifying her Quechua indig-
enous origin in this post, which in many contexts, even in other regions 
of Chile, would be relevant to themes of citizenship and nationalism. 
I only learned that Nicole had Quechua ancestry after knowing her for 
more than a year, when she filled out a survey and I watched her enter 
‘Quechua’ into the ethnicity box. For many Hospiceños, the elements of 
their personal experience with which they identify are distilled both on 
social media and in daily life.
Of course, all people at all times erase aspects of themselves that 
could form the basis of a particular way of identifying. Identification is 
an active process, which often involves highlighting certain aspects of 
the self and reducing the emphasis on others, sometimes in ways that 
exceed conscious awareness.47 The point is not that Nicole neglected to 
mention some of these aspects, but rather that there was a clear trend in 
Alto Hospicio to ignore or erase particular forms of identifying – those 
commonly connected to ‘identity politics’  – such as indigeneity, non- 
traditional gender ideologies and class differences. And these erasures 
are further amplified on social media.
Rather than aiming to distinguish themselves from others, many 
individuals in Alto Hospicio highlight their desire for normativity. 
Viewed from an anthropological perspective, the concept of normativ-
ity refers to the everyday assumptions individuals make in a particular 
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context, and the way in which they consider these assumptions to be 
natural. These assumptions have to do with what is considered correct 
or incorrect, just or unjust, appropriate or inappropriate, right or wrong. 
Hospiceños have a sense of what their neighbours consider to be appro-
priate, and they generally follow those guidelines rather than challenge 
them. Of course such guidelines exist, and are followed by, most people 
in any context. These guidelines change according to the society or situ-
ation in which they emerge, but the fact that most people abide by them 
is precisely what makes them normative.
In Alto Hospicio, however, those guidelines often encourage indi-
viduals to fit in rather than seek to distinguish themselves from others. 
Bourdieu famously argued that those with assets such as education 
and cultural knowledge create a sense of ‘distinction’ for themselves by 
determining what constitutues taste, and thus naturalising differences 
between ‘high culture’ and ‘low culture’.48 Upward mobility, then, is 
about not just economic means but expressing distinction through taste 
as well. Yet residents of Alto Hospicio actively reject attempts at distin-
guishing themselves from others in the community. The norm of Alto 
Hospicio then, is doubly normative: most individuals abide by ‘correct’ 
behaviour which requires them to refrain from overly distinguishing 
themselves from others.
In looking at Hospiceños’ online media, it is clear that a general 
sense of being marginalised is highlighted; forms of identifying that 
could compete, in contrast, are often left in the background or even 
erased. In fact the erasure of ideologically discordant elements from 
identification is key to its social utility. This erasure is particularly 
important in Alto Hospicio because identifying as marginalised, rather 
than more specific subaltern forms of identification, excludes those who 
are most marginalised in favour of a more general, normative sense of 
marginality.
For Chileans living in Alto Hospicio, people are rarely catego-
rised as anything other than mestizo,49 or of mixed Spanish and indig-
enous ancestry. Many Hospiceños in fact expressed sentiments such as 
‘pure races do not exist here’. Southern and central Chileans who have 
moved to the city quickly integrate with those born in the north. Census 
projections suggest that around 2,000 individuals from the Mapuche 
indigenous group of southern Chile live in Alto Hospicio,50 but they are 
essentially absent from public discourses and understandings of race 
and racial relations,51 as are Afro- descended Chileans. Both groups are 
considered merely Chileans, blending into the tapestry of brown mestizo 
shades that make up the human landscape.
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However, certain other nationalities are racialised instead. 
Bolivians and Peruvians living in Chile often do not conform to the ideal-
ised mestizaje (mestizo- ness). While their skin colour does not differ sig-
nificantly from darker Chileans they often have phenotypic differences 
evident from their Aymara ancestry, for example a shorter, broader 
stature and what many refer to as ‘indigenous facial features’ including 
close- set eyes and a large nose. In contrast to Mapuche, who are consid-
ered to be phenotypically closer to the mestizo standard, Aymara are 
thought to appear more indigenous, falling outside of the mestizo spec-
trum. Bolivians and more indigenous- looking Peruvians are also char-
acterised as speaking slowly and softly, and many Hospiceños claimed 
they have a particular unpleasant odour. ‘It must be their food!’ one 
older Hospiceña woman explained.
Iquique boasts a barrio boliviano [Bolivian neighbourhood], sev-
eral Colombian social clubs and countless Peruvian restaurants which 
often function as Peruvian social centres as well. Alto Hospicio by con-
trast has very few public clubs or social spaces dedicated to foreign 
migrants. While some immigrants such as Colombians and Peruvians 
from urban areas integrate more easily into social life, Bolivians are 
Fig. 1.9 Graffiti reading ‘Cholos fuera! Bolis, pata raja! Monos culiao’ 
[trans: ‘Cholos (urban indigenous Andeans) get out! Dirty feeted 
Bolivians! Fucking monkeys’]
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excluded from the collective sociality and subject to discriminatory 
discourses. Bolivia, a nation in which 60 per cent of citizens consider 
themselves indigenous (and up to 74 per cent in the Altiplano region that 
borders Chile), is also ranked as the poorest economy in the continental 
Americas, outranking only that of Haiti in the hemisphere.52 Bolivian 
immigrants are often treated by Chileans as second- class residents of 
the city.
This discrimination is closely associated with the politics of indi-
geneity in Chile, and the benefits provided to indigenous Chileans as a 
‘vulnerable category’. Many Chileans believe that individuals with indig-
enous surnames (whether citizens since birth or naturalised citizens) 
have greater access to social services such as public housing, healthcare 
and even education (although this perception is actually incorrect). In 
the racial logic of Alto Hospicio, the categories of ‘indigenous’, ‘Bolivian’ 
and at times ‘Peruvian’ are conflated to mean a foreign racial underclass; 
terms are often used interchangeably, so that nation of origin stands in 
for race.53 By grouping these international migrants into a single cat-
egory they are racialised and stigmatised, much as local people view 
economic migrants around the world. Racial tensions rarely manifest 
in violence, but stigma and outright discrimination against Altiplano 
immigrants is undeniable. As one informant mentioned to me, ‘Racism 
is the same here as everywhere, except we don’t hit them, we just ignore 
them. We don’t insult them to their faces, we do it behind their backs.’ 
Ignoring immigrants often serves to exclude them from public social 
life and the imaginary of racial homogeneity that dates to the colonial 
period. As Bosniak notes, notions of belonging have inherently exclu-
sionary tendencies: some individuals must inevitably be constructed as 
‘outside’ the community in order for the ‘inside’ to have value.54
While Colombians, Peruvians and Bolivians often retain strong 
connections to their countries of birth citizenship, hoping to return 
home after benefiting from northern Chile’s economy, nationality- based 
groups in Alto Hospicio do not exist in the public eye. Though Colombian 
men are known to socialise on a particular corner of the central plaza, 
and in neighbourhoods on the outskirts of Alto Hospicio one can often 
hear parties playing Bolivian Morenada music on weekend nights, these 
social groups do not form official organizations or publicise their activ-
ities online or offline. They certainly do not use public social media 
to identify themselves as members of such social groups. While more 
than 11 per cent of Alto Hospicio residents are of Aymara descent, many 
of whom are Chilean by birth, they do not organise using indigeneity 
or Aymara ancestry as a way of identifying. The director of the small 
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Consejo Nacional Aymara [National Aymara Council] office, which occu-
pies a nondescript building a block from the former city hall office, notes 
that their services are drastically underused.
This is in part because identifying as Aymara, even for Chileans, 
aligns oneself with foreignness and is understood as contrary to dis-
courses of progress. In fact many people do not even know that they are 
indigenous until they discover their surname on a government- published 
list of names of indigenous origin. As noted above, appearing on this 
list classifies the individual as part of a ‘vulnerable category’ allowing 
them access to indigenous land and university scholarships, although 
not to government- funded housing and subsidised heathcare, as many 
assume. But instead of providing a rallying point for political rights, as 
it does in southern Chile’s Mapuche areas,55 indigenous identification in 
the North is easily glossed over or utilised in depoliticised ways only to 
gain access to certain governmental advantages.
Forms of identification associated with gender and sexuality are 
often similarly de- emphasised. A number of Hospiceños, both men and 
women, comment that the local women’s centre is unnecessary. Indeed 
most of its programming involves courses such as knitting or health- 
conscious cooking classes in which anyone could enrol. Many Hospiceños 
consider the centre to be unnecessary because they believe most women 
feel empowered in their families and community; they see issues related 
to poverty and violence as affecting men and women equally. In their 
perception men and women have similar economic problems and face 
similar rates of intimate violence. Both are equally likely to be assaulted 
if walking alone at night. Popular discourses value women as mothers, 
as well as recognising women’s need to have friends and a social life 
outside of the family. Many men also comment that they feel their wives 
and girlfriends are more empowered than themselves, as women gener-
ally manage finances and organise shared time within the relationship. 
Several young men even joke that women see girls’ nights as a human 
right, whereas a man going out with his friends is considered highly sus-
picious and is often regulated by his female partner.
For lesbian, gay or bisexual individuals in Alto Hospicio, identify-
ing as such may cause a stir within the family but is not generally publi-
cally shamed. A number of young men and women are quite open about 
their identification as lesbian or gay on Facebook and Instagram, often 
using hashtags such as #lesbichile or #instagay in their posts. Most are 
open with their families as well and maintain a normative lifestyle, 
with expected forms of wage labour aligned with their gender. It seems 
that only when individuals – whether they identify as gay, lesbian, bi or 
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straight – adopt roles that cross or confound gender lines are they con-
sidered to breach social conventions.
For example, when 18- year- old Michelle told her friends that she 
was interested in women they initially teased her, asking if she would 
cut her hair, stop wearing skirts and give up studying graphic design 
to work in construction. The group continued to invite her along for 
their outings to Iquique and weekend parties, however, and after a few 
months hardly any of her friends thought of Michelle any differently 
than before. Even when she used the #lesbichile tag on Instagram, it 
was hardly worthy of note by her friends. In contrast lesbians who take 
on a ‘butch’ appearance and seek employment in what are considered 
masculine forms of work, such as mining or construction, are gen-
erally rejected by both their male colleagues and by women’s social 
circles.
Men are subject to similar gender constraints. Pablito, a gay man 
in his late twenties, is happily open about his sexuality with his fam-
ily. However, his mother has no idea that he is involved in organising 
a weekly drag performance show in Iquique. He manages performers 
through a separate Facebook profile using his stage name, and vigilantly 
controls the privacy of those posts to ensure his mother never discov-
ers this aspect of his life. So gay and lesbian Hospiceños are generally 
accepted in the community, as long as they do not upset the apparent 
homogeneity of the community or call too much attention to themselves.
Perhaps most importantly, class distinctions in Alto Hospicio are 
also downplayed in an attempt to homogenise. Most people consider 
themselves to be in the bottom half of income in the country, but very 
few place themselves in the bottom 25 per cent (though official figures 
suggest that poverty in the city may be as high as 40 per cent). Key to 
this sense of class homogeneity is a collective rejection of conspicuous 
consumption. People who do make expensive purchases often become 
targets, judged and viewed with suspicion by their neighbours.
I often ate lunch with Vicky, a 50- year- old woman who had lived in 
Alto Hospicio for 20 years. She and her husband Jorge, a miner, moved 
in during the first major wave of new residents in the 1990s, along with 
their two young children, Alex and Gabriela. By the time I  met them 
Gabriela had a son, Samuel, and her fiancé José had moved in with the 
family as well. One day, as I ate some of Vicky’s famous pesto noodles, 
she mentioned that her neighbours across the street were building a 
third storey on to their home. ‘They’ve only lived there a year,’ she told 
me. ‘Where are they getting the money? They must be narco- traffickers,’ 
she conjectured sincerely.
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On another occasion she and Gabriela spoke about another neigh-
bour, an example of someone who had recently moved up the sand dune 
from Iquique and did not conform to the norms of Alto Hospicio. ‘I see 
her Facebook posts and she’s always buying expensive clothing, wearing 
jewellery, new shoes, new furniture. It just seems like a waste of money 
to me, always posting pictures, always showing off.’ Gabriela jumped in, 
‘It’s like she’s flaite but not flaite.’
Flaite was a term I heard often, either in warnings or in jokes about 
slang terms. Something akin to ‘gangsta’ or ‘ghetto’ in English, flaite is 
both a noun and an adjective; it describes young people from poorer 
families, who speak in uneducated slang and are considered aggres-
sive if not dangerous (for example, ‘That flaite might steal your wallet’ 
or ‘Don’t use that word, it’s really flaite’). What prompted Gabriela to 
make the comparison with their neighbour, however, is the idea that 
flaites are known for wearing flashy brand-name clothing. In fact, that is 
usually how they are identified.56 Particularly because their neighbour 
often posts pictures of her purchases, her ‘showing off’ is considered just 
as tactless and flashy as flaites. Both Vicky and Gabriela thus clarified 
the boundaries of what was acceptable to them in terms of home archi-
tecture, as well as self- presentation, by pointing out instances of going 
beyond the norms. Affronts to normativity have social consequences, 
most of which are reflected in moments such as Vicky and Gabriela’s 
gossip at lunch.
Individuals such as Vicky’s neighbours, with new- looking, pressed 
clothing from department stores in Iquique, reveal their relative afflu-
ence. Almost everyone in Alto Hospicio wears mostly second- hand cloth-
ing, bought at the local Agro market, though individuals of lower income 
use the same few worn T- shirts for years. Only their tattered state distin-
guishes them from the sea of people in simple T- shirts paired with jeans, 
khaki work trousers or shorts. It is rare to see a woman in high heels or 
a formal skirt, even when at work, while in the winter fleece jackets are 
common. Shoes are most often athletic styles such as Converse, Reebok 
or Nike brands, and in the colder months most women wear faux leather 
boots. Some teens adopt ‘heavy metal’ or ‘punk’ styles, but this usually 
means that they wear more black than colour, and occasionally have vis-
ible tattoos. Even haircuts rarely stand out from the crowd, with men 
sporting trimmed cuts and women long wavy styles.
Similarly, most homes conform to one of a few standard styles. In 
contrast to the three- storey home nearby, Vicky’s house was like those 
of most established families with a steady income in Alto Hospicio. 
These houses have between three and five bedrooms on two levels, one 
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bathroom and tiled floors. In a middle bracket, newer families often live 
in small, three- bedroom apartments in large complexes, such as the one 
where I lived. Though the apartments are quite spacious for one or two 
people, most families have at least three generations in the same apart-
ment, often with five to seven members of the family sharing the three 
small bedrooms. In poorer neighbourhoods homes are more likely to be 
built by the families who live in them, sometimes without legal right to 
the land. These houses have concrete floors and one or two bedrooms 
into which they fit multiple beds like the pieces of a jigsaw puzzle.
Fig. 1.10 Women’s clothing styles for sale in Alto Hospicio’s Agro market
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Living arrangements clearly vary widely and are usually organised 
by neighbourhood: the relatively wealthier families live in homes in the 
central, oldest parts of the city, and the poorest live on the outskirts of 
the city in tomas. In part, however, architecture helps to homogenise 
even these differences, as almost all homes, whatever the neighbour-
hood, have a high fence or wall surrounding them, with some sort of 
sharp points deterring unauthorised entry. These fences serve not only 
to provide security; they also obscure views of the home, making differ-
ences in quality and size hard to perceive from outside.
Fig. 1.11 A barber’s shop display of possible hair styles
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Within the home, certain material goods also help to identify 
social class. Electronics are considered necessary, even as prevalent 
cultural norms in Alto Hospicio eschew the types of consumerist ide-
als that characterise the middle classes of middle and higher income 
countries. A  computer of some sort is essential for all but the very 
poorest of families, while a new Xbox is a true sign of means. While 
the prevalence of somewhat new technology may seem at odds with 
identification as marginalised citizens, they buy these items relatively 
cheaply from the Zofri mall. They are prioritised over other con-
sumer goods, including clothing, new furniture and even seemingly 
basic necessities such as hot water or repairs to damaged ceilings and 
walls.57
Aside from electronics, most home goods are purchased second- 
hand. Families buy appliances such as used refrigerators and stoves at 
the outdoor market of Alto Hospicio, or online through Facebook groups 
such as ‘Buy and Sell Alto Hospicio’. For most families televisions, ste-
reos, video game systems and smartphones are among the few expen-
sive consumer goods that are considered important despite a family’s 
limited financial resources. These represent a significant expenditure in 
a community where many people support a family on the national mini-
mum salary of $210,000 CLP (Chilean Pesos) a month, or about US$340. 
As social media has become ever more important to daily life, these 
devices that Hospiceños use to connect are now considered essential.
Homes are especially important because there are few social spaces 
for entertainment and consumption in Alto Hospicio. While neoliberal 
economic contexts are usually characterised by a proliferation of busi-
nesses catering to entertainment and lifestyle, most businesses in Alto 
Hospicio are family- owned, and few of these families have ambitions for 
a business any larger than that which will sustain their single family on 
its profits. Most restaurants operate as take-away windows, though the 
city’s eight Chinese restaurants are popular for a sit- down meal. The city 
has one pool hall, two bars and one strip club (for men only). There are 
no gourmet restaurants, nor any department stores, cinemas, bowling 
alleys or casinos. Nor, in contrast to many Latin American contexts, is 
the central plaza used much as a social space for meeting and conversing 
with neighbours. Instead the private home is the hub of social life.
In most families, meals are especially important for spending time 
together. Breakfast is less formal, but the whole family returns to the 
house for lunch, the largest meal of the day. Over dishes such as rice and 
meat or noodles with tuna and tomato sauce, the family takes a break 
from daily work to share an hour together. Usually only the miners, 
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working several hours away from the city, are absent. There are plenty 
of small lunch restaurants in the centre of Alto Hospicio, but these usu-
ally cater to men from other towns who work in Alto Hospicio doing con-
struction. Residents prefer to pick up popular pre- made meals of fried 
chicken and fried potatoes, or colaciones of noodles, vegetables, meat 
and salad, available at small take- away windows all over the city, to eat 
at home with the family.
Evening tea, known as once [pronounced ‘own- say’, like 11 in 
Spanish], is also a family affair, accompanied by bread and cheese, avo-
cado or sandwich meat, while the radio or television relays the day’s 
news. The family, as well as friends or extended family who often come 
from another neighbourhood in the city to partake, traditionally linger 
for hours at the table, a time called sobremesa in which they discuss the 
news or family and neighbourhood gossip. In recent years, however, 
adolescents often race away from the table after eating to return to 
Facebook, and even younger children ask to be excused in order to con-
tinue a game of Angry Birds. With the ubiquity of social media, public 
spaces are no longer necessary for socialising. One can be connected to 
any number of friends and family without leaving the home.
These customs also reveal the ways that social class bears on daily 
life in terms of economic resources and comparable social standing. 
Social class also helps to shape cultural norms and cultural outlook.58 
In this respect most Hospiceños are quite similar, subscribing to the 
same unassuming normativity as most of their neighbours. They iden-
tify with a general, locally based sense of marginality, which deempha-
sises neoliberal accoutrements of big homes and fancy clothes in favour 
of commonalities shared by all members of the community. Almost all 
individuals in Alto Hospicio, even with their personal differences, still 
fit into this scene. Their life plans rarely involve exploits other than find-
ing a job and a partner, making a home together, raising children (and 
maybe a pet) and enjoying cable television in the evening on a large flat 
screen, while chatting with friends on a Samsung smart phone.
Very few people finish a university degree. For young men the 
mining industry is more lucrative and has more job stability. Although 
contracts usually last between six months and three years, there always 
seems to be another mining operation in need of workers. Most are 
content to remain in Alto Hospicio, rarely expressing desire to move to 
Iquique, let alone to another region. Few people aspire to the types of 
higher education or employment beyond options available in the region. 
Though most young people can quote from Hollywood films, few have 
a desire to become proficient in English or Portuguese. Younger adults 
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particularly love making fun of the Open English commercial for lan-
guage learning on television, mockingly repeating English words from 
the advertisements such as ‘hospitalisation’ and ‘Mr. Fitzpatrick’.
Though travelling within the region is common, taking a trip of 
more than a few hours by bus is considered a rather big deal. Trips to 
other parts of Chile usually involve bus rides of more than 24 hours and 
cost at least $60,000 CLP or US$100 for a round trip (about one- third to 
one- fifth of the cost of flying). While some young people hope to move 
to Santiago (particularly those who have family there), most Hospiceños 
who grow up in the North see Santiago and other large urban areas 
as full of crime and chaos. While they do not necessarily believe Alto 
Hospicio to be ideal, they think of it as a middle ground that offers the 
conveniences of urban life (as opposed to the small mining villages) 
without the annoyances of crowds on the Santiago metro, barrios full 
of petty criminals and the pollution and dirt associated with city life. In 
fact many at times refer to the national capital as ‘Santiasco’ (asco is the 
Spanish word for disgusting).
One popular meme, shared as simple text on a white background, 
portrays the vision many Hospiceños have of Santiago. The text says:
Living in Santiago is. . .1) Wake up at 5 am, kiss your children while 
they sleep and arrive at work at 8am while trying to avoid being 
assaulted. 2) Stop working for half an hour to eat crappy food or 
drink coffee while trying not to be assaulted. 3) Leave work at 6:30 
and arrive home at 9, while avoiding assaults. 4) Kiss your children 
while they sleep.  5) Shower, eat something, and try to sleep for 
6 hours. Thanks but I think I’d like to stay here in my region.
Through actions that portray all Hospiceños as similar, and those that 
distance them from or express distaste for Santiago, they create a binary 
between the normative, marginalised people with whom they identify 
and a wholly different, consumerist, cosmopolitan, exploitative and 
‘disgusting’ world of Others. Ariztia59 points out that in Santiago both 
the location of a newly purchased home and the consumer items resi-
dents use to decorate it are closely connected to a sense of ‘distinction’,60 
as well as belonging and identity.61 These are ‘points at which [class] 
categories are actually negotiated and performed’.62 The general anti- 
consumerist discourses and aesthetics of Alto Hospicio combine with 
tendencies to group all within a general sense of marginality rather 
than appeal to subdivided senses of identity politics. In so doing they 
construct a binary between the good, hard- working but exploited and 
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marginalised population of Alto Hospicio and the superficial, consum-
erist, capitalist, exploitative imagined residents of Santiago.
By conforming to the aesthetic and (non)aspirational normativity 
of Alto Hospicio, residents socially locate themselves as belonging to 
a marginal place, content with a marginal lifestyle, and even express 
pride in identifying as marginal. They do not highlight their autonomous 
individuality, but rather present themselves as closely connected to net-
works based on family, friendship, work relationships and community 
engagement. In terms of race and class, individuals in Alto Hospicio put 
forth a great deal of effort to maintain a sense of homogeneity, rather 
than emphasising distinctions between different social groups.
They achieve this, to a large extent, by highlighting ways of identi-
fying that support ideals of community and working- class pride, rather 
than forms of identification that distinguish between nationality, race 
or ethnicity, or forms of lifestyle that are rooted in consumption. So 
while a place with so much migration and mixture might easily display 
significant cultural clash, jostling and juxtaposition of histories, tradi-
tions, customs and concerns, these differences are neutralised in Alto 
Hospicio into a visible normativity. Such normativity is particularly vis-
ible through Hospiceños’ use of social media. Identifying with a general 
sense of marginality is especially highlighted, while other more particu-
lar forms of identification are erased.
Ordinary people, extraordinary citizenship
These normativities, both online and offline, are key to citizenship in 
its various strands. Being a ‘good’ citizen in most neoliberal contexts 
involves blending into the population, as a ‘proper’ member who repro-
duces, finds employment and aspires to ‘possessions, property and 
wealth’.63 Yet in Alto Hospicio residents place importance on distin-
guishing themselves from what they see as a dominant yet exploitative 
form of mainstream citizenship, instead positioning their marginalised 
citizenship as that which represents ‘real’ Chileans.
Like many Hospiceños 30- year- old Francisco does not post much 
original content on his Facebook page. His infrequent status messages 
rarely even amount to a full sentence. More than half of his profile pic-
tures are photographs of celebrities, cats or cartoons, rather than images 
of himself. Those that do feature Francisco portray him in his work uni-
form from a loading dock at the port or in fatigues from his time in the 
military. However, he does post multiple memes, videos and music every 
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day. Most of the memes in particular play on themes of marginality and 
difference with a sense of humour. One meme he posted portrays Adam 
and Eve in the Garden of Eden. Eve asks, ‘Adam, where do you think we 
are?’ to which Adam responds, ‘We are in Chile, Eve. Don’t you see that 
we’re without clothing, without food, without a house, without educa-
tion and without hospitals? And they still tell us we’re in paradise!’
In posting such memes Francisco uses his Facebook page not only 
to identify himself as being marginalised, but to position this marginal-
ity as central to his sense of what it means to be Chilean. This particular 
meme positions the real Chile and real Chileans as those who go without 
things such as hospitals and education. Rather than suggesting that Alto 
Hospicio is not included in the imagined icon of Chileanness, Francisco, 
like many Hospiceños, repositions his marginality as true Chileanness. 
The political and economic elite of places such as Santiago, meanwhile, 
are positioned as outside of this sense of belonging – those who tell oth-
ers that they’re in paradise.
In a sense Francisco here redefines what Chilean citizenship looks 
like from a marginal perspective. When Hospiceños oppose themselves 
to their imaginary of Santiago residents, they claim being marginalised 
as the norm, the condition of the real Chile. In doing so they mark their 
own citizenship as that of ‘good citizen- subjects’ – contrasted with those 
who claim citizenship based on identity politics rather than identifying 
in solidarity, consumption rather than hard work and working- class 
identification and, of course, political power rather than marginalised 
subjectivity. They move beyond identifying with legal status and polit-
ical rights to highlight public participation and feelings of belonging 
instead. They privilege the city above the region and the region above 
the nation, and emphasise cultural citizenship above political citizen-
ship. The majority of Hospiceños also prioritise a normative sense of 
being marginalised above the identity politics of gender, sexuality and 
indigeneity.
In identifying themselves as marginalised and in portraying this 
marginality as ordinary, Hospiceños reverse the logic of centre and 
periphery. They seek to position themselves as ‘true’ Chileans, while 
those in the ‘centre’ of the country – symbolised by Santiago – are cos-
mopolitan Others. This is possible in part because of social media, which 
allows them a space to express such a reversal in which theoretically 
those in Santiago or other world centres may see their posts. Hospiceños 
overwhelmingly concentrate their social media use on local concerns 
in which normativity rather than distinction is valued. Hospiceño nor-
mativity emphasises unassuming aspirations and utilitarian life goals 
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focused on the local community, with very little emphasis on anything 
that could be considered fantasy. Thus there is something quite extraor-
dinary about the ordinariness of Alto Hospicio.
The form of this project
The extraordinary nature of the ordinariness of Alto Hospicio is some-
thing that I came to recognise over time. Colleagues and acquaintances 
in Santiago, and even Hospiceños themselves have questioned my choice 
of such a marginal city as a field site for this project. In response, I usually 
explain that studies of social media are most often based in metropolitan 
centres, including New York, Madrid, Cairo or indeed Santiago, where 
new forms of capitalism, cosmopolitan identities or mass demonstra-
tions are forged in online spheres. In looking at the use of social media 
in these already cosmopolitan contexts we see digital technologies as 
forces of global citizenship, homogenisation, democracy and modernity. 
Yet looking at social media in peripheral places reveals how individuals’ 
adoption of social media in everyday life contests these grand narratives 
of homogenisation. This book explores the ways in which Hospiceños 
use social media – ways that conflict with and challenge assumptions 
about such media’s cosmopolitan and revolutionary powers.
While some critics suggest that a project on social media might 
be successfully carried out entirely online, an important contribution 
of this particular project is the study of the relationship between what 
happens online and what happens through other media and face- to- face 
interactions. This combination is essential to maintaining the anthropo-
logical commitment to a holistic study of human beings.64 If I had never 
set foot in Alto Hospicio, I  would have never appreciated the ways in 
which the history of Chile and the region, as well as the founding of Alto 
Hospicio itself and its current political economy, so intricately influence 
how social media is used. Understanding marginalised citizenship ‘on 
the ground’ was essential for understanding it ‘online’. I hope this book 
will contribute to a better understanding of the ways in which identifi-
cation, normativity, marginality and citizenship are practiced through 
social media, but will also challenge essentialised depictions of social 
media as a universally democratising technology
This book is based on 15  months of field work in Alto Hospicio, 
spaced between September 2013 and June 2015. As part of this ethno-
graphic project I  lived with Hospiceños, ate with them, travelled on 
public buses and in private cars, attended neighbourhood committee 
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meetings, birthday parties and funerals, shared beers and even survived 
major earthquakes alongside them. I also watched what Hospiceños did 
on social networking sites, including Facebook (110 friends), Instagram 
(following 75 users), Tumblr (following 40 users), Twitter (following 
30 accounts) and WhatsApp (25 individual contacts and 5 groups). 
Rather than taking the users’ actions at face value, I also asked them to 
reflect on these practices in interviews, casual conversations and two 
different surveys. In conducting these surveys, the help of my research 
assistant Jorge Castro Gárate was invaluable.
I also spent many evenings chatting with my informants on 
Facebook messenger or planning weekend parties through WhatsApp. 
Liking and commenting on Facebook posts was essential to the job, 
though never insincere. And finally, during the writing of this book, 
I have constantly kept in touch via Facebook and WhatsApp in order to 
fact check and clarify details. Just like the in- person methods of ethno-
graphic research described above, social media equally allows the 
ethno grapher to interact with informants, to see how informants inter-
act with others and to gain valuable insights into people’s lives.
Because Alto Hospicio is such a distinct place, there was little 
point in anonymising the city. However, the names of people and some 
institutions that appear here are pseudonyms. I am lucky to have done 
this work in a city, rather than a small town, so that it is not obvious to 
a local reader that I am writing about their cousin’s friend; I could be 
referring to any one of hundreds of miners who lives in the city with his 
wife and three children and enjoys riding his motorbike on weekends. 
Of course, when anonymising, some of the richness of individuals and 
their lives is inevitably lost. My hope is that by using information with 
care I  have struck a balance between protecting informants’ interests 
and providing the reader with details that allow understanding of those 
I write about as real humans, rather than two- dimensional characters or 
simply sources of ‘data’.
Beyond Alto Hospicio, this project strives to be comparative. Few 
ethnographic projects use comparison explicitly, but this work is part 
of a global study in which nine different anthropologists have studied 
social media in the same ways, at the same time, in field sites around the 
world. The Why We Post series is not only able to provide in- depth anal-
ysis of social media practices in each particular place, but also to allow 
for direct comparison with the other sites.
Like the other titles in the Why We Post series this book follows 
a standard format, though keeping with themes of citizenship, mar-
ginality and normativity discussed in this introduction. Chapter 2 
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explores the different forms of social media used in Alto Hospicio and 
how these are at times conditioned by marginality, while at other times 
they may be used to contest the life conditions which Hospiceños find 
disagreeable. Chapter 3 gives clear examples of Hospiceños’ images 
on social media, looking at how presenting oneself as a ‘good citizen’ 
is central to curation even in visual communications. In Chapter 4 
I describe the ways in which Hospiceños use social media to create, 
strengthen and represent intimate relationships – those between fam-
ily, friends and romantic partners, often in the service of maintaining 
forms of normativity within the community. Chapter 5 concentrates 
on tensions between presenting the self as a productive citizen rather 
than a consumer, and the ways in which these tendencies are condi-
tioned by gender and sexuality. In Chapter 6 I look at how Hospiceños 
imagine their place within a wider world, and the ways in which con-
centrating on local concerns reinforces community solidarity and a 
general sense of marginalised identification rather than more spe-
cific subaltern forms of identification. Finally in Chapter 7 I condense 
the information I  learned through both in- person ethnography and 
involvement with Hospiceños on social media, giving insight into how 
such usage is important in people’s lives and exploring what this may 
tell us more broadly about marginality, citizenship and normativ-
ity in the twenty- first century. As this book demonstrates in various 
social spheres, from the family to politics, it is precisely the normativ-
ity of social media in Alto Hospicio that makes a seemingly ordinary 
medium quite extraordinary.
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The social media landscape: 
Performing citizenship online
On a cloudy afternoon I met Andres, Francisca and her fiancé Franklin 
in the main plaza before walking to a colación take- away restaurant. We 
entered the front of the shop and paid $3,000 CLP (US$5) each to the 
cashier, who handed us tickets to claim our food at the counter. There we 
peered through the cloudy glass at the possible offerings: beef, pan- fried 
chicken, noodles with pesto sauce, potatoes with mayonnaise, lettuce, rice 
and the typical Chilean salad consisting of tomatoes, onions and coriander. 
I gave my order of chicken, noodles and salad at the counter, then sat next 
to the other three on folding chairs along the wall. As we waited for the 
white polystyrene boxes containing our lunches to be put into plastic bags, 
we all simultaneously scrolled through Facebook on our mobile phones. 
Francisca began giggling at her cousin’s new profile picture, in which she 
was striking an uncharacteristically serious pose. Franklin looked over 
her shoulder, commenting ‘It looks like a Fotolog picture’  – a reference 
to an online photo sharing site popular in the early 2000s. ‘Oh, Fotolog!’ 
laughed Andres. ‘The good old days. Remember Terra? Remember chat?’
As we walked back to the apartment with our packaged lunches, 
Andres reminisced:
When I was in high school we all began using chat. We had groups, so 
you’d just write ‘hello’ and throw it out there. We did that the whole 
time in school, everyone chatting like that. Before that it was just 
on paper. You pass the paper to someone during free time in school, 
and then they give you an answer later. How boring right! It was like 
that in Alto Hospicio before internet. When internet arrived it was 
massive. It was 1999, maybe 1998, when it started in a basic way. 
And people started using chat in Terra [Networks], with that horrible 
sound the weeeeee- dum- dum- uuuuuuuu [imitating dial- up modem 
noise].
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After I revealed that I had never heard of Fotolog or Terra, the three 
began explaining to me the different internet- based communications that 
had been popular in Alto Hospicio over the years. The very first web por-
tal was Terra, which allowed for text- based communication in an open 
chat forum. Shortly after MSN messenger arrived. Around the same time 
the photo- posting site Fotolog became popular, particularly because it 
allowed users to receive updates about their FFs, or favourite friends. 
Hospiceños began using IRC chat, which offered channels for individual 
cities in Chile. Next Latin Chat took over as the most used network; it 
provided different discussion forums, based on location, but also interest 
(beauty, films, football) or different sexual preferences (including ‘erotic’, 
gay, lesbian and group sex). This was also the time of Sexy- o- No, a site on 
which one could vote on others’ uploaded photographs as ‘sexy’ or ‘not’. 
‘I always got “sexy”!’ Andres boasted as he raised his arms in victory.
With our lunches spread out on the table, and a 3- litre bottle of 
Coca Cola shared among us, the three continued to recount the history 
of social media sites used in Alto Hospicio. Around 2005 everything 
seemed to change, as people moved from simpler, text- based or picture- 
based internet interaction to platforms that combined everything  – 
chatting, picture sharing, videos and commentary. There was a ‘big 
jump to MySpace in those days,’ said Franklin as he took a bite of potato. 
‘Remember Badoo?’ asked Francisca and the two men nearly squealed 
with excitement. ‘Badoo. Badoo! Oh it was much better than MySpace,’ 
said Andres. ‘And the video boom was around then too!’
YouTube and Google video sharing had become very popular, but 
more importantly the site El Rellano began aggregating user- uploaded 
funny videos of pets doing silly things and people getting hit by sports 
equipment. Blogs allowed people to combine all of these aspects of 
the internet as well, enabling users to share videos, upload their own 
pictures and write short commentaries. Friends could (indeed were 
expected to) comment. The popularity of these early blogs eventually 
led to the use of Tumblr. ‘Finally Facebook arrived in 2008,’ said Andres 
as he laid down his fork and refilled his glass with soda.
 ‘So Facebook is the most important social media today?’ I asked, 
trying to spur on the discussion. Andres explained:
Social media today, well it’s a lot like a colación. You don’t want all 
the same thing. It’s better if you have a mixture. But you don’t want 
just a tiny amount of everything. You have to choose. And some 
things are more important. For example, you can’t have social media 
without Facebook. You can’t have a colación without the meat.
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‘And what if you’re vegetarian?’ Francisca challenged him. Franklin 
jumped in, ‘Then you have Google+! It’s not Facebook, but the people 
who use it think it’s just as good.’
With this colourful history, the three not only gave me a sense of 
how important different forms of internet- based communications had 
been over the last 15 years. They also revealed the ways in which new 
forms of communications media had been quickly taken up and nor-
malised. Such technology is almost seamlessly integrated into daily 
lives, until the next big ‘boom’ comes along and something new is rapidly 
adopted. Overall their account demonstrates the ways in which new 
media do not significantly shift individuals’ lives, but simply become 
new conduits for enduring practices. In particular social media consti-
tute a new – and possibly the most important – public sphere in which 
notions of citizenship are performed and debated, all while reproducing 
the forms of normativity most prevalent in the city.
Modernity and mass communications in Chile
Andres, Francisca and Franklin’s story of internet communications in 
Alto Hospicio was only the most recent chapter of a much longer his-
tory of mass communications in Chile. The country has always been in 
the vanguard of telecommunications in South America, coinciding with 
urban Chileans’ propensity to represent their country as a forerunner of 
modernity on the continent. In 1852, just 15 years after the commercial 
electrical telegraph was invented, the first telegraph message was sent 
in Chile. The next year the telegraph service became public. Chileans 
began to use telephones in the 1880s and underwater cables were laid 
in the 1890s.1
Chile is currently one of the most engaged social media markets 
worldwide, averaging 9.5 hours per day per visitor to social media sites. 
In fact the country ranks as the third most highly penetrated market for 
Facebook in the world, behind the Philippines and Turkey. Florencio 
Utrera from the University of Chile was credited with introducing the 
internet to Chile in 1992. Its use spread quickly due to deregulated 
telecommunications, which encouraged private companies to compete 
over prices and services. Widespread usage began in urban areas in the 
north of the country by the end of the decade. Throughout the 1990s 
the Chilean government controlled prices, expanded internet usage 
in schools and offered internet training to NGOs, government officials 
and businesses. Today Chile has the highest rate of overall broadband 
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connection penetration in Latin America, and government projects con-
tinue to dedicate resources. On 28 June 2013 former President Sebastián 
Piñera announced he would focus on increasing the national number of 
users to bring the internet to 80 per cent of Chilean homes. He promised 
to lower connection costs and expand high speed broadband, providing 
free Wi- Fi in every community throughout the country.2
Logically this high penetration of internet access places Chileans 
quite centrally in global media participation, but Alto Hospicio and the 
entire Great North of Chile continue to lag behind. While many commu-
nities have free Wi- Fi access in their central plazas, for example, there 
are no free Wi- Fi points in Alto Hospicio. A few internet shops offer their 
connected desktop computers available for hire in ten- minute intervals, 
but there are no restaurants or cafes with Wi- Fi available to customers. 
Even the small, rarely used library lacks Wi- Fi access and provides no 
computer terminals for patrons. Many Hospiceños also complain that 
data service on mobile phones is less than adequate in the North. When 
my neighbour Alvaro returned from a trip to visit family in Santiago he 
told me: ‘The networks are so much better there. I could even use the 
internet on my phone to make video calls. And the image was clear! If 
I try to do the same thing here [in Alto Hospicio], the call just drops.’
Often Hospiceños are left to work out their own ways of connect-
ing to the internet. Many people place larger antennas on their roofs 
to capture a better signal when their internet is very slow. Others hire 
their neighbours or unlicensed ‘companies’ to make similar modifica-
tions. Self- engineered internet access has also been popular since the 
early 2000s, when home internet connections first became available 
in Alto Hospicio. Diego, an electrician in his late thirties, explained to 
me how he had personally wired his house for internet in 2001. Rather 
than pay a company to come to the house and connect the signal, he and 
some neighbours ran wires from the centre of the city to their houses 
themselves. He described the process of climbing up on roofs to reach 
the wires, then stringing them in zigzag fashion from street to street for 
about a kilometre until they reached his neighbourhood. ‘It was pretty 
much an expedition just to get internet to the house,’ he told me. Now 
most people have home internet installed by company technicians, but 
there are still some neighbourhoods in Alto Hospicio where wired inter-
net service is not available. Families in these areas rely on their mobile 
phones for service. Yet even in neighbourhoods where internet is easily 
installed, a significant number of people admit that they clandestinely 
use other people’s Wi- Fi networks.
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In my survey of 100 internet users3 67 per cent of respondents 
reported that they had Broadband access in their homes. Another 
10 per cent tethered their mobile phone to a computer for internet ser-
vice and five per cent said that they used a neighbour’s Wi- Fi signal. 
Eighteen per cent said they had no internet access on a computer in their 
homes. Unlike in many other Latin American contexts, internet shops 
are fairly rare. Most of them are located in the centre of the city rather 
than dispersed throughout the neighbourhoods – surprising given that 
Fig. 2.1 A small internet access shop in Alto Hospicio
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the neighbourhoods still without wired internet are those furthest from 
the centre. Those that still operate often have very limited hours and 
primarily cater to groups of secondary school students.
Smartphones are much more important to the ways in which res-
idents of Alto Hospicio use social media and the internet in general. For 
most it is the only electronic device that is theirs alone. In my survey of 
social media users, only 14 per cent of people reported using a computer or 
tablet of their own. For all others, these internet access points are shared 
with parents, siblings, spouses or children. Mobile phones remain highly 
personal, however, with monthly data plans starting at around $10,000 
CLP ($16 US). Most Hospiceños who have a plan pay around $25,000 CLP 
($40 US), which allows them enough phone minutes and text messages 
for average use. However, some individuals such as Diego complain that 
the internet allotment of 1 GB is not enough for this price. He told me:
The companies abuse the cost of the packages because they charge 
you for so many call minutes that nobody uses any more, or text 
messages, but they don’t give you enough internet. Hardly anyone 
uses minutes any more, but they charge you, they charge you, they 
charge you.
However, others consider those with a plan lucky. In order to sign a con-
tract, a customer must have a national credit card – itself restricted to 
those who can prove stable employment in a registered business and a 
particular level of income. Because of these constraints, a limited num-
ber of Hospiceños qualify for a monthly plan. Others opt for prepaid 
minutes, which can be purchased at any number of small shops in Alto 
Hospicio. For $10,000 CLP customers receive about 1 GB of data and a 
limited number of text messages and call time. Usually most of the min-
utes and messages go unused, and the phone owner buys a new alloca-
tion when their internet quota runs out.
As Diego’s complaint reveals, the costs of internet access are no 
small matter to residents of Alto Hospicio. While many families can 
afford data plans and used smartphones, at times the monthly budget 
does not stretch. For other families, phone- based internet is simply out 
of the question. Most recent Bolivian immigrants in Alto Hospicio forego 
social media altogether, instead buying international phone credit for 
their simple mobiles to call the landlines of family and friends across 
the border. Not only is paying for internet service (either broadband or 
mobile phone data) a concern for many people: their points of access – 
the screens on which they connect – also create tension at times.
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Such unequal access to internet- based applications, along with 
the shared nature of many screens, further normalises what appears on 
public social media. Eclipsing the most marginalised sectors of society, 
including immigrants and the severely impoverished, has an effect of 
further entrenching a sense of homogenous marginality rather than 
supporting identity politics online. Yet the great lengths to which most 
people go to access social media, whether sharing a computer with the 
family, saving up to buy a smartphone or finding an internet shop to con-
nect, underlines both how important they are as well as how normative 
they have become. Their significance goes beyond merely staying in 
touch. Social media offers a space to express something deeper, about 
the self, about personal relationships and about how one sees one’s posi-
tion in the world.
Defining social media
Andres, Francisca and Franklin’s descriptions make clear that Hospiceños 
use a variety of social media in various ways. Social media platforms 
are used for writing public announcements, sending personal messages, 
sharing photographs, alerting friends to news items, conveying one’s 
mood via music, drawing attention to videos of interest or expressing 
a commonly held sentiment with a meme. Social media platforms are 
also important for communicating agreement or disagreement, or for 
developing relationships through phatic communication4 such as ‘liking’, 
‘favouriting’, sharing, commenting or even tagging and mentioning peo-
ple in response to others’ original posts.5
Many platforms allow for several of these different actions, and 
most actions can be performed using a number of different platforms. 
One platform may have multiple ways of interacting with friends – sharing 
posts, ‘liking’ a friend’s status, chatting and tagging photographs. At the 
same time a single form of communication, such as writing messages, 
can be accomplished on various different sites and platforms. Even 
beyond online media, communication happens through a mixture of 
speaking in person, using more ‘traditional’ technology, such as the tele-
phone or text messaging, and through internet- based social media. In 
Alto Hospicio, as across the world, social media is not opposed to, but is 
integrated with, communications in everyday life.
Early studies of the internet often conceptualised a ‘virtual world’ 
as separate from ‘real life’. Yet Hospiceños understand that their online 
interactions are just as real and important as their offline lives. Just as 
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a telephone conversation or email does not constitute a separate realm, 
social media are simply part of a more expansive communication land-
scape. Because these categories merge into one another and daily life, it 
is useful to define exactly what we mean by social media.
As used in this book, social media refers to platforms such 
as Facebook, WhatsApp, Twitter, Instagram and interactive blogs. 
However, defining social media based only on platforms that pres-
ently exist is limiting. As Miller et  al suggest, social media are those 
forms of communication that provide a middle ground between public 
broadcasting and private communication. Before this technology, each 
communication medium was often either unidirectional and aimed at 
a large audience, as in television, radio and newspapers, or was inter-
active but private in nature, such as telephone conversations or letters. 
With the development of social media, individuals can choose the size 
of their audience (ranging from one to billions) and level of interaction 
they wish. This ‘scalable sociality’6 gives individuals more control over 
their self- representations to different audiences.
For example, on Facebook an individual may choose to make a 
photograph visible only to their ‘close friends’, but to share a meme with 
an unlimited public. Twenty- two year old Lisette, for example, is some-
what private about her new romantic relationship with Isadora. When 
Lisette posts pictures of the two making funny faces together or sharing 
a meal, she allows them to be publicly visible. When she posts pictures 
of the two kissing or holding hands, however, she restricts their visibility 
to only her closest friends. She is fairly open about her sexuality with her 
family and close friends, but does not always trust a much wider social 
media audience with what she considers a sensitive subject.
Facebook, sometimes called just Face, is the most popular social 
media platform.7 This is because, as many Hospiceños explain, it com-
bines the ability to post visual materials with text status updates and 
interactive features such as ‘liking’ posts, commenting and private mes-
saging. For many people in northern Chile, it is central to their daily 
communications. Because of its widespread use, Facebook is the sphere 
in which people maintain relationships, as well as express their individ-
ual personalities and participate as citizens of the community.8
Alvaro, who moved with his brother and mother to Alto Hospicio 
from Santiago in 2005, uses Facebook to keep in touch with family and 
particularly with his ten- year- old son Daniel, who remains in Santiago 
with Alvaro’s ex- girlfriend. When Daniel turned eight Alvaro helped 
him set up his own Facebook account so they can share pictures and chat 
almost daily. This private communication is important, but Alvaro also 
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uses Facebook to express his interests, posting his own short reviews of 
the latest movies, as well as memes highlighting what he sees as unjus-
tifiable policies that extend social services to new immigrants. He also 
takes advantage of his position as a manager of a small electronics store 
in the Zofri mall to publicly share pictures of sale prices on computers, 
speakers, televisions, video game systems and even alcohol that he sees 
around the mall. His friends often thank him in the comments for his 
‘public service’ in advertising special deals to a broader public. Facebook 
thus allows Alvaro different levels of broadcasting, from privately con-
versing with Daniel to sharing pictures publicly. However, these levels 
only exist because Facebook provides the possibility of a seemingly 
unlimited public.
The public nature of Facebook provides a ‘public sphere’9 not only 
for individuals, but also for businesses, politicians and community 
groups. Official social groups and businesses take advantage of Facebook 
for various forms of publicity or to stay connected to the community. The 
volunteer leaders of ‘La Escuelita’ [The Little School] – an after- school 
programme operating in one of the poorest neighbourhoods of Alto 
Hospicio  – began a Facebook page that they fill with announcements 
and pictures of special events they organise for the children, including 
breakdancing lessons, special crafts days and trips to the beach. They 
also use Facebook to promote their fundraising efforts such as selling 
home- made veggie burgers. The programme is run by several social 
work students from a university in Iquique, many of whom grew up or 
currently live in Alto Hospicio. They see Facebook as integral to the aims 
of La Escuelita, and make all posts on the page as public as possible. 
This is in part because their mission involves giving the neighbourhood’s 
children a better chance at a positive future, but it also serves to promote 
a sense of community founded in collectively making the most of their 
marginalised conditions.
Raquel, a local social worker and community activist in her late 
twenties, ran for an office in the Consejo Regional [Regional Council] 
in the 2013 election cycle. In addition to the posters she and her friends 
hung up all over Alto Hospicio and Iquique, Raquel opened a separate 
Facebook account where she displayed her slogan and logo, explained 
her platform  – which consisted mostly of improving community ser-
vices  – and linked to news articles relating to her campaign and the 
election in general. Even after losing the election, Raquel keeps this 
account open to share public, politically related news and maintains 
her personal Facebook account full of pictures with family and friends. 
Keeping the two accounts separate allows her to separate her personal 
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life from her political and professional life, and cater her posts to two 
different audiences.
Facebook is important for businesses based in Alto Hospicio as 
well. Gonz, who began a sushi10 delivery business with his brother Victor, 
explained that Facebook allows them to publish menus, advertise on 
other pages and even take orders. They began the business after a major 
earthquake when the highway to Iquique was impassable, ‘providing 
an opportunity’ for Hospiceños to get sushi when their access to restau-
rants in Iquique was cut off. Gonz works all day preparing sushi at home. 
Then, from 7pm onwards, the two brothers are ready to take orders on 
their mobile phones and laptops. When someone sends a Facebook or 
WhatsApp message with an order, the brothers put sushi rolls into plas-
tic boxes and send them with Gonz’s son to be delivered. Facebook has 
proved especially useful for advertising specials or even giving special 
offers to regular customers. ‘It only gets complicated when my friends 
write during the shift and I don’t know if they want to order or just want 
to say hi!’ Gonz told me. He now says he regrets combining his personal 
and business pages, but it certainly has not negatively affected the busi-
ness. Over the course of my 15 months of field work the two brothers 
started in Gonz’s kitchen, then moved to their parents’ much larger 
kitchen. After recruiting several family members to help out, they were 
still overwhelmed with orders and had to hire two additional people, 
making the business an eight- person operation that continues to grow.
For individuals, politicians, businesses and community groups, 
Facebook is a way to express citizenship – by publicly voicing allegiance 
to certain local political issues and by helping the community, even if 
only alerting them to special deals in Zofri. Facebook, then, is a key pub-
lic sphere in which Hospiceños perform a normative style of marginal-
ised citizenship.
Individuals also use WhatsApp to parse out different sizes and lev-
els of intimacy in their intended audience. WhatsApp is used much like 
‘traditional’ text messaging, but has added benefits of sending photo-
graphs, video and voice messages, managing groups and using emojis, as 
well as using mobile data rather than a messaging bundle. When I began 
field work in 2013 WhatsApp was just taking hold; by the time I finished 
in 2015 Hospiceños considered it almost as important as Facebook.11 
When I met new people, including police officers, internet installation 
technicians and neighbours, they almost always asked if I had WhatsApp 
rather than wanting to connect through email, Facebook or telephone.
WhatsApp has become especially important for families in which at 
least one member works in the mining industry. The mining operations 
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are about 300 km (four hours by bus) away from Alto Hospicio, so the 
overwhelmingly male mining employees work one week at the mine 
with one week off. Vicky’s husband Jorge, for instance, has worked in a 
copper mine doing maintenance on large machinery for over 20 years. 
Every other Monday night he takes a bus to the mine. Until the following 
Sunday he sleeps in a dormitory room that he shares with three other 
miners and eats his meals in the company cafeteria. He works from 8am 
to 8pm each day, then showers, eats dinner and usually watches vid-
eos on his computer before sleeping. His son Alex and son- in- law José 
both work in the same mine. Their schedules overlap, so Jorge is able 
to spend some evenings joking and playing cards with them. In order to 
stay in contact with his wife Vicky, daughter Gabriela and his grandson 
Samuel, however, WhatsApp is ideal. Jorge has a Facebook account, but 
rarely uses it. Instead he passes the night sending messages to his family 
in Alto Hospicio on WhatsApp, and receiving replies from his wife and 
daughter, often with pictures of Samuel.
Jorge’s son Alex uses Facebook more than his father, but told me 
that WhatsApp is especially important for chatting with his girlfriend 
Carmela. He also uses WhatsApp to stay in contact with friends in Alto 
Hospicio, creating groups in order to stay a part of their daily, usually 
joking conversations. Alex appreciates this most on really boring days 
at work, because his friends send him funny videos or memes through 
WhatsApp to keep him entertained. He also uses WhatsApp to plan 
activities with Carmela, his friends and his family for his weeks off.
WhatsApp is also useful for actually doing work. Alex, who works 
in motor maintenance like his father, explained to me that living quar-
ters and the offices at the mine are located far from the work sites; work-
ers sometimes have to travel long distances between sites for specific 
projects. When he first started at the mine in the late 1990s, things were 
very inefficient because of the distances workers needed to travel. He 
explained:
WhatsApp is perfect, because supervisors can just send you a 
message. Before you’d start out in the office and they’d tell you to 
go fix a motor that’s a 10 or 20- minute drive. So you’d get there 
and discover that you’re missing a part, or the motor is different 
than you thought so you need different tools. Well, there was no 
way to call, so you had to drive all the way back to get what you 
needed. And sometimes you had to do that two or three times. 
Now you just send a WhatsApp to your friend and they bring it 
out to you.
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As noted above, businesses such as Gonz and Victor’s sushi deliv-
ery company also use WhatsApp to take orders. Other business owners 
see an invaluable asset in the potential of privacy that WhatsApp offers. 
When I arrived in Alto Hospicio in 2013 there was only one bar in the 
city, open only on Thursday, Friday and Saturday nights. By the time 
I finished field work in 2015 Carlos had opened two bars near the cen-
tre of the city, both serving customers six nights a week. He often gives 
away specials in the bars, enticing customers to take selfies at the bar 
and post them on the business’s Facebook page. ‘But the most interesting 
things happen on WhatsApp,’ he told me mysteriously.
In addition to the two bars Carlos also owns a strip club, which 
women are prohibited from entering. The club has a Facebook page, but 
many clients thought it was too public, so he now uses Facebook less 
and WhatsApp more, creating a private group where he advertises spe-
cial events such as dancers from Arica or Antofagasta. The group has 
over 200 members who also use WhatsApp to post funny and sexually 
explicit memes and rowdy teasing conversations anonymously, turning 
the app into a virtual boys’ club. ‘It’s just nice to have some privacy, and 
while Facebook is good for most things, WhatsApp lets the men be men 
without worrying,’ he observed.
Though less public than Facebook, WhatsApp also provides a 
means through which individuals express certain ways of identifying, 
whether as a part of a family or work- related identification. Of course 
it also provides a more covert way of engaging with others, for matters 
that may be considered contrary to ‘good’ heteronormative citizenship.12 
Thus the ways in which Carlos uses social media for his businesses 
demonstrates how a combination of different media options further 
allows for maintaining an image of good citizenship in the public eye.
As Carlos’s story reveals, group functions of WhatsApp are partic-
ularly useful to limiting the reach of certain kinds of communication. 
However, other platforms are well- suited for making broadcasts as pub-
lic as possible. Though Instagram and Twitter are less popular in Alto 
Hospicio, individuals still take advantage of these platforms when hop-
ing to gain a wide audience for their messages.
Twitter, the third most popular platform in Alto Hospicio,13 is 
used to share links, photographs, text limited to 140 characters or sim-
ply to ‘re- tweet’ another user’s original post. Twitter also allows users 
to add hashtags to note the important topics of their post and make it 
searchable, but Hospiceños rarely use this feature. Hospiceños gener-
ally use Twitter as another way of writing status messages or perhaps 
linking to photographs, much as they use Facebook. Though the Iquique 
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newspaper (Alto Hospicio has no newspaper of its own), local radio sta-
tions, members of local government and a few individuals regularly post 
news items relevant to the region, not many Hospiceños follow these 
Twitter accounts, reflecting the fact that news is simply not an important 
use of social media in general. Rather people tend to get plenty of news 
from televisions and radios that seem to play constantly in almost every 
house, restaurant, public bus, collective and private taxi in the city.
Twitter use also seems to suffer from the fact that Hospiceños say 
the page view itself is boring. On Facebook and other visually centred 
platforms images such as personal photographs and memes are central 
to the application’s appearance. On Twitter the page is dominated by 
text on a white background; many users say their eyes become fatigued 
quickly just looking at the page. Twitter does not offer the entertain-
ment and distraction value equal to platforms with more image- centric 
layouts, thus earning it the title of the most fome [boring] social media 
option. So even those Hospiceños that use Twitter see it as secondary to 
other social networking sites where they concentrate more energy.
Yesenia, a mother of three who works for Alto Hospicio’s municipal 
government, often uses Twitter as part of her job. Though she tweets 
only occasionally, she keeps the application on her phone and follows 
all the local news outlets, regional and national government and sev-
eral businesses in Alto Hospicio. She is very involved with senior citizens 
in Alto Hospicio, and always tweets announcements about activities 
she organises for older members of the community. Yet pictures of the 
‘Advanced Adult Beauty Pageant’, as well as celebrations for various hol-
idays, are always reserved for Facebook. For Yesenia Twitter is a tool 
for organising, while Facebook is the space in which she reflects on the 
activities as part of enjoyment of life.
Yesenia’s son Cristian also uses Twitter regularly, but in a very dif-
ferent way. He is among the teens who often replicate their Facebook 
status updates on Twitter. On Twitter he expresses feelings including 
happiness, excitement, disappointment or frustration with the normal 
events of life; he cheers on his favourite football team, Colo Colo, or just 
whiles away time to avoid boredom, as many young people do on social 
media. Cristian connects with friends by following them on Twitter and 
occasionally mentioning them in his tweets, but rarely uses hashtags. 
Instead of using Twitter to access wider networks, it is simply one more 
space much like Facebook where he can interact with his school friends 
online. For both Yesenia and Cristian, Twitter acts as a way to place 
themselves within the community  – yet they also realise that Twitter 
is not a primary public sphere in which that community is present. 
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They thus give minimal emphasis to the application, leaving time and 
energy for those that are more central to the performance of citizenship 
in Alto Hospicio.
Instagram is also primarily used by younger people14 and is exclu-
sively image- focused. Users can post photographs that are modified 
through cropping and changing lighting and colour tones. Unlike Twitter, 
however, Hospiceños use hashtags (#) extensively on Instagram, often 
giving the location such as #InstaHospicio or #InstaChile, in addition 
to other photo descriptors such as #beach, #work, #school or #family. 
One popular use of Instagram is family photographs and specifically pic-
tures of children. Tamara, originally from Southern Chile, is particularly 
fond of posting selfies with her four- year- old daughter Angela, and occa-
sionally with her husband Luis. She also posts pictures of Iquique’s main 
beach when she has the chance to go, but more often the pictures depict 
her daily life:  grocery shopping, her job selling clothing in the large 
Agro- market of Alto Hospicio or relaxing at home watching television.
Other Instagram users focus their posts on particular themes. 
When Jhony, a member of the Zorros Rojos [Red Foxes] Motor Club, 
bought a large Samsung tablet phone, he took it to an asado barbeque 
with his fellow motor club members. Over Escudo beers and smoke from 
the grill, everyone gave Jhony suggestions for applications to down-
load. After creating a WhatsApp group to organise events with the club, 
Miguel suggested he install Instagram. ‘What’s Instagram for?’ asked 
Jhony. Miguel explained, ‘You upload pictures and the whole world says 
“I like it!” It’s good for self- esteem.’ Paul, another member of the group 
added, ‘You take pictures of ugly people like us and we come out look-
ing good. It works like magic.’ Jhony downloaded Instagram and took a 
few pictures at the asado. Later, however, he started exclusively to post 
pictures of his motorcycle and truck. While Facebook remains his main 
form of social media communication, where he posts funny memes, pho-
tos from parties and comments on friends’ posts, Instagram is reserved 
for showing off his vehicles.
For Hospiceños, Instagram is less about interpersonal communi-
cation and more about expression and performance. It becomes a place 
to express normative aesthetics, lifestyles and hobbies – in many ways 
reflecting the normativity of Alto Hospicio, without opening up conver-
sations about that normativity.
Because functions of different kinds of social media overlap, and 
many of the platforms offer more than one function, it is hard to con-
ceive of one social media platform in isolation. Rather each is under-
stood as part of the colación that Andres described. His description 
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acknowledges that with a variety of communication technologies 
at one’s disposal, each media is defined and used in relation to other 
available media, a point encompassed in the term ‘polymedia’.15 Most 
people use a combination of several to achieve various communication 
aims. Some messages are aimed at a wide local audience (such as public 
Facebook posts) and others at anonymous, possibly international view-
ers (such as Instagram pictures and Twitter messages), while still others 
are intended for a very specific, small, known audience (Facebook mes-
sages only visible to certain friends, or WhatsApp messages to individ-
uals or small groups). It is the ability to combine these different sizes 
of audience, along with different genres – such as photographs, videos, 
shared memes, original text and copied, shared text – that give social 
media its flexible qualities.16
Alejandra is a leader of a folkloric group, which performs a dance 
called Caporales. The dance itself has its origins in Bolivia, and there 
is even an official organisation which coordinates costumes and spe-
cific dance moves in the Bolivian capital of La Paz. Social networking 
sites in general become indispensable for Alejandra and her group – for 
communi cating with the central organisation on Facebook, ordering 
costumes and planning trips to perform through WhatsApp and publi-
cising their group by posting photographs on Instagram. YouTube is also 
important for groups outside of La Paz to learn the official dance steps 
that change slightly year to year. Alejandra explained that the central 
organisation makes a video of the group in La Paz teaching the step, 
and then uploads it as a private video to YouTube. They share the link 
through posts on their Facebook page only visible to affiliated groups in 
other cities, so that when those groups travel to other places any dancer 
affiliated to the central organisation will know the same steps and be 
able to dance together.
However, social media is important for other, more personal 
touches as well. One morning while getting ready for a performance, 
all the women in the group gathered at Cecelia’s house to do their hair 
and makeup and to put on costumes. Cecelia connected her laptop to 
the flat screen television facing the large table in the main room of her 
house in order to show the crowd of 12 women a style of eyeshadow 
application she had found on Facebook, which had been republished 
from a make- up blog. At the same time Alejandra called her mother to 
ask a question about how to make a flourish in the traditional dancer’s 
hairstyle of two long braids. Using the speakerphone, all the women heard 
her mother’s garbled voice respond, ‘I don’t remember, just search for 
trenzas on YouTube!’
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The Caporales dance group is only one instance of the ways that 
individuals bring different forms of social media together. Yet this exam-
ple also illustrates the ways in which content from other online sources, 
such as blogs and YouTube, becomes reinscribed within other social 
media platforms.
YouTube, unlike many social media sites, does not require individ-
uals to register in order to view videos on the site. Those who do reg-
ister can post videos or comment on those posted by others, but most 
Hospiceños simply watch widely shared ones  – usually instructional, 
funny web series episodes and music videos.17 However, they do re- post 
these videos on social media such as Facebook, giving YouTube a ‘social’ 
aspect, though not within the website itself. The frequency with which 
they re- post YouTube- based content makes the site key to understanding 
the polymedia landscape in Alto Hospicio.
Nicole was one of the few YouTube users I  met in Alto Hospicio 
who actually posts videos regularly. They are usually videos she records 
on her GoPro camera of weekend trips with her family or with her boy-
friend Martin. The videos are usually edited with an added soundtrack 
and sometimes intercut with subtitle cards. In one video of a trip she 
took with friends to celebrate Carnaval in a small town in the interior 
of Chile, she begins by announcing to the camera ‘We are starting our 
adventure!’ Set to a club remix of a pop song, the five- minute video 
resembles a road trip montage sequence from a coming- of- age movie. 
Desert mountains cruise by as the camera faces out of the passenger 
window of Nicole’s car. Images of the passengers getting out to stretch 
shows more of the landscape. The festival is similarly caught on video, 
particularly emphasising the crowd throwing coloured powder, confetti 
and water on each other – a practice common in Carnaval celebrations in 
the Andes. The video fades out as the song ends and the crowd continues 
to dance. This video sits on her YouTube page, along with silly videos 
she made during her university course in early childhood education and 
other trips she captured with her GoPro camera. Most importantly, how-
ever, she posted it on Facebook to share with those who had gone on the 
trip as well as her other friends.
Hospiceño musicians also use YouTube to distribute their latest 
songs across different social media. One local reggae group, headed 
by a husband and wife who go by their stage names Sista Ebony and 
Klandestino, spent a great deal of time and energy composing and 
working with a friend to make a video of their latest song. ‘Miseria en 
la Periferia’ [Misery in the Periphery] describes life in Alto Hospicio, 
using the idea of the periphery as a tool for political mobilisation. Sista 
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Ebony and Klandestino celebrated completing the song by throwing an 
asado barbeque where they showed the video for the first time. The next 
day they shared it with all their friends on Facebook. As Klandestino 
explained, the group does not have the connections to get their videos 
played on television or their songs on national radio programmes. By 
using social media, however, they have been able both to find new fans 
and to spread their message of social justice.
Both Nicole and the reggae musicians use YouTube as more of a 
repository than a separate social media site. The videos that they post 
are very personal, but even when others post instructional, comedy or 
popular music videos to their Facebook pages, these forms of media 
become part of their own repertoires. Similarly a number of public 
Tumblr blog sites take on the same function, primarily used by younger 
Hospiceños to supplement their social media presence.18 Tumblr allows 
users to write original text, but Hospiceños most often use it to curate 
collections of photographs, .gifs (Graphic Interchange Format, or ani-
mated image files), videos, links and audio. Though Tumblr offers the 
option to viewers to ‘ask a question of the blogger’, it seems that this 
mechanism is rarely used by Hospiceños because, unlike a Facebook 
message, Tumblr messages do not have the potential to develop into a 
chat. Many users choose to eliminate this option from their page so that 
interactions are limited to ‘liking’ and re- blogging.
Hospiceños creatively rework the functions of Tumblr in order to 
transform sites into collaborative repositories that take on an interac-
tive aspect. This is particularly true with Tumblr accounts dedicated to 
humour. Miguel and Jhony, both in their early thirties and members of 
the Red Foxes Motor Club, often spend afternoons in Alto Hospicio sit-
ting on Miguel’s sofa. They laugh for hours at images and videos shared 
on one such site, Jaidefinichon (pronounced ‘High Definition’). Here site 
administrators post pictures, videos and links that might be described 
as ‘raunchy’: related to drunkenness, sex, drugs and bodily humour. One 
morning, for example, the five most recent posts to Jaidefinichon were: a 
video of a bull ramming a person, a meme playing on similar syllables 
in ‘Ebola’ and ‘Bolivia’, a .gif of a woman shaking her behind unbeliev-
ably quickly, a video of a man falling of a skateboard and a meme about 
marijuana using stills from the television cartoon The Simpsons. Jhony 
and Miguel both started following Jaidefinichon around 2009. Miguel 
explained:
At first it was like a virus. One person telling all their friends, and 
that’s how everyone found out about it. A  lot of people sent the 
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link on Facebook in 2009 or 2010. Others just mentioned it to their 
friends [in person].
Jhony chimed in:
And the commentary is funny too. There are memes about the 
president, videos of dogs walking on two legs and images of weed. 
And it’s a different conversation in the comments about each one. 
But all funny. Though sometimes I  don’t understand. Maybe I’m 
too old now.
As Jhony and Miguel explained, users can submit photos, videos or 
other sorts of media to the owners of the blog. Those who find the posts 
especially funny will click to a direct link to the picture or video, to 
share on their own Tumblr or Facebook. Occasionally such memes 
are also shared on Instagram as well, or sent via WhatsApp, as Jhony 
observed.
People republish things because they want to make their friends 
laugh. They also try to write a funny caption for Facebook to show 
that they don’t just share funny things; they’re actually funny too. 
That’s why funny comments are so important. You have to show 
your own creativity.
Miguel also noted:
Everybody sees the same thing and everybody can talk about it 
when they get together for a party. It’s not just about seeing it, or 
even writing comments online, but you can laugh about it with 
your friends when you see them too.
So, as in the case of Jaidefinichon, Tumblr may actually become a very 
social form of media in which expressions are shared, contributing to 
a sense of commonality and belonging. While these particular Tumblr 
pages are a bit raunchy and foster forms of citizenship based in cul-
tural belonging rather than community engagement, they normativise 
through their shared nature. However, the true value of these Tumblr 
sites to social media, like YouTube videos, is the way in which the con-
tent becomes translated through its context on other social media sites 
such as Facebook.
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Reworking self- expression on social media
Linguists use the term ‘intertextuality’ to refer to the way in which plac-
ing a piece of text in a new context changes its meaning.19 In traditional 
literary terms intertextuality includes allusion, quotation, translation, 
pastische and parody, and many of these genres become apparent when 
social media users embed other forms of media within their own and 
others’ Facebook walls. Creating an interrelationship between texts, 
social media users may transform the meaning of the original text to fit 
their own style in a creative re- working. In the process of ‘entextualisa-
tion’,20 social media users create texts for circulation by extracting them 
from their original contexts, so that the content references the inten-
tions of the sharer rather than the creator.
Even when social media users do not post original text or photo-
graphs, seeing their recycled posts as a form of entextualisation reveals 
the creativity associated with this type of social media use. By placing 
videos, photos, memes, text and sometimes audio into a common space, 
individuals actively curate the media that appears on their own and 
their friends’ Facebook walls as if they were museum collections that act 
as a form of self- expression.
Mixing media components into a bricolage creates an active recir-
culation of materials that draw on multiple modes of communication 
(text, image, audio, video etc.), aimed at re- appropriating meanings.21 
In essence social media users take discourses already in circulation and 
make them part of their own new forms of discourse. When Instagram 
photographers use filters to stylise a photograph that they then upload as 
a new Facebook profile picture, they use Instagram as a means to an end, 
rather than as a primary form of social media in itself. In doing so such 
users demonstrate their creativity in assembling aspects of the various 
media available in order to make it individual. When that same user puts a 
YouTube clip of a funny moment from a television programme on a friend’s 
wall, the meaning transforms from the original plot of the tele vision 
episode to something far more personal shared between two friends.
Rather than seeing this type of sharing as derivative or unoriginal, 
Hospiceños understand it as a type of creative reworking of the content 
into a new style of discourse that displays the creativity and humour 
of the individual who shares the content. As the creativity displayed in 
these strategies makes clear, social media is not deterministic. Using 
existing media to make new discursive play allows users to retro- fit the 
media they wish to use into existing platforms.
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During the time of my field work Instagram required all photo-
graphs to be square, but an Insta- photographer could use applications to 
create square pictures from landscape or portrait aspect ratios, without 
cropping anything out. Facebook has no application for adding sound 
bites to one’s own Timeline, but, by posting the YouTube video of the 
song a person is currently listening to, he or she allows friends to share 
in the sonic experience as well. Unlike with older unidirectional media 
such as television, film and radio, Hospiceños actively rework social 
media in order to craft their own forms of curation, rather than passively 
consume them. So, even though YouTube may look like older media, and 
indeed often draws on radio, film and television for content, Hospiceños 
appropriate it in ways that are simply not possible with previous media. 
The ability to embed these clips in other social media allows people to 
exert more impact on media than previously, and the ability to remix 
media profoundly changes the context in which the content is newly 
embedded. When Instagram photos are shared through Twitter, or 
Facebook users tell their friends what songs they are listening to by post-
ing a YouTube video of the tune, these individuals actively expand the 
possibilities of these media platforms.
‘Meme’ is now a household word in most of the world. It refers to a 
piece of meaningful communication that spreads, often using mimicry, 
from person to person on the internet, including images, hyperlinks, 
videos, pictures, websites or hashtags. In Alto Hospicio the most com-
mon form of meme, and that to which I  use the word to refer, was of 
visual images overlaid with text (see Chapter 3 for examples). Yet these 
internet memes take their name from a term coined by Richard Dawkins 
in the 1970s, referring to ‘an idea, behaviour or style that spreads from 
person to person within a culture’; these are cultural analogues to genes 
in that they self- replicate, mutate and respond to selective pressures.22 
Dawkins’ concept of the meme has been criticised, however, as lacking 
room for agency, change and creativity. Instead understanding media 
that is re- shared as part of this intertextuality, curation and even a mode 
of performance allows us to understand creativity and change as essen-
tial to this form of reproduction.
From a wide variety of available material, social media users 
choose particular things in order to communicate something. They may 
share the most flattering images on Instagram or publish childhood 
photo graphs on Facebook. They may write accounts of the most interest-
ing bits of their day or chronicle the things that annoy them most. They 
may search for the most heartfelt meme or the funniest videos to post 
on a friend’s wall. And while individuals do not necessarily consciously 
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think of these acts as performance, they are always acts of choice – the 
public spaces of social media allow individuals to present themselves as 
they would like to be seen.
Understanding what people do on social media as performing does 
not necessarily mean that these are conscious acts, but they are nonethe-
less meaningful. And seeing them as performance draws attention to the 
fact that they are intended for an audience. The semi- public nature of 
social media creates a space in which information is expressed with a pos-
sibility, if not expectation, of interaction. Of course the user may never 
know if anyone has read it. An Instagram photograph, Tumblr blog post 
or Tweet may be sent out into the ether of the internet, and if no one ‘likes’ 
or comments upon it, the creator will never know if anyone saw it at all. 
Yet the potential for interaction makes social media social, because the 
person posting the photograph, text or video has created and shared the 
item with the intent that someone will see it, and hopefully respond to it.
One factor that underscores the importance of the audience on 
social media to Hospiceños is their desire for feedback. While few people 
explicitly mention that feedback is important, the extent to which they 
prefer media that involves extensive interaction, and concentrate on 
the visibility of those interactions, makes clear that Hospiceños, if only 
unconsciously, are drawn to social media in which they are aware of the 
audience and (at least some of) their responses. Though some scholar-
ship suggests that the internet is a force that makes people more soli-
tary,23 this is not true for most users in Alto Hospicio. The social media 
sites they choose, and the ways in which they choose to use them, over-
whelmingly focus on social interaction that is based in their local com-
munity and bleeds over into their face- to- face social life with friends, 
family and local organisations. The social media platforms that allow 
for the most feedback and conversation are popular because they are 
reliable for facilitating an audience.
There is nothing about platforms such as Twitter or Instagram 
that keeps people from engaging with others through comments and 
responses. However, people use Facebook most frequently because they 
are most likely to get a response on that platform. This forms a sort of 
feedback loop in which people perceive that others use Facebook more, 
so when they want feedback they use Facebook to express something, 
which in turn keeps others coming back as well. As this cycle contin-
ues, people know that if they want their friends, family, colleagues, 
acquaintances and even enemies to see something, Facebook is the place 
to express it. In essence Facebook is the most truly social of the social 
media for people living in Alto Hospicio.
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Because social media provides a semi- public stage for these per-
formances of the self, it also helps to establish and redefine what is 
normative, and what a ‘good citizen’ looks like. The photographs that 
people post give a sense of what one should aspire to in terms of one’s 
own looks as well as that of their surroundings (see Chapter 3). The 
ways in which individuals identify themselves as part of familial rela-
tionships help to shape what people understand as a normative family 
(see Chapter 4), while the ways in which people express pride in cer-
tain activities as part of what it means to be a man or woman shape 
people’s understanding and expectation of gender (see Chapter 5).24 
Even in discussing local or national politics, individuals demonstrate 
what sorts of belonging and solidarity are important in the commu-
nity (see Chapter  6). Not only do users give their actions meaning 
through adhering to normative standards;25 in their public perfor-
mance on social media, these very actions help to shape what most 
Hospiceños consider normative.26
Of course not all Hospiceños would say that they hope to fit in to 
the normative standards of the city, either online or in daily life. Instead 
they follow the norms implicitly, producing ‘conformity in the absence 
of the intention to conform’.27 Their knowledge of local social norms 
is built up through experience, rather than explicitly taught. They act 
in accordance with normative behaviours, not through some means 
of rational calculation but simply because those behaviours seem nat-
ural. In fact for most Hospiceños the normative social expectations 
around them and in which they participate remain invisible.28 Learned 
behaviours, naturalised through repetition,29 become mental schemata 
of common sense.30
These unwritten but well known rules for social behaviour make 
up what might be considered ‘social scripts’31 that express what is taken 
for granted32 or seems natural to individuals within the group. Most 
people, without even thinking about it, reproduce these social scripts 
in their mundane acts and the way they present themselves in everyday 
life.33 From the way they dress to the food they prepare, from the way 
they greet neighbours to their topics of conversation – whether online or 
offline – people behave according to unwritten rules.
Even within these social scripts, however, Hospiceños often express 
individual preferences, styles and opinions. While some approach local 
politics with gravity, others complain about the national government 
with lighthearted humour. In their lives offline some prepare food 
using an old family recipe, while others simply mix ingredients accord-
ing to their own taste. Social media provides a space for making these 
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expressions publicly visible. Posting pictures, memes, status messages 
and even private messages to friends is as much about self- expression 
as about personal communication. While individuals do not necessarily 
consciously think of these acts as presentations, they are actively mak-
ing choices about how they want to present themselves. In essence social 
media provides a stage for performing the self.34 Performing in this sense 
is not ‘acting’, but ‘enacting’; not a false representation of a ‘true self’, but 
the production of oneself as a culturally recognisable subject.35 These 
users characterise themselves, categorise themselves, locate themselves 
in relationships to others and situate themselves within the narrative 
that they want to tell of their life.36
Building a balanced social media diet
As Francisca, Franklin, Andres and I finished up our colación lunches, 
I  looked down at my polystyrene container. ‘OK, so if Facebook is the 
chicken, what is Instagram?’ With the three interrupting each other, 
it was decided as follows: Instagram is the pesto pasta – totally unnec-
essary, but it has good flavour and it adds some colour to the plate. 
WhatsApp, on the other hand, is the salad  – just as necessary as the 
chicken, but easy to forget – but when you do, you almost immediately 
notice its absence. ‘Twitter is my rice,’ Franklin said, ‘really boring, but 
it’s good for filling up. And YouTube is the ají [hot sauce]. I wouldn’t eat 
it alone, but if you put it on top of the other stuff, it makes it even better.’ 
‘And look,’ said Andres, with a fork full of a bit of everything, ‘This is 
how you make a Tumblr page’, as the overflowing utensil disappeared 
into his mouth.
My lunch companions understand that, for social media to be 
enjoyable, a combination of different forms is ideal. It is in the creative 
use of multiple forms, not just in complimentary ways but in combina-
tion, that social media gains its popularity in Alto Hospicio. Most impor-
tantly of all, however, the meal must be shared. Whether with family, 
friends or acquaintances, social media is useful, enjoyable and even 
addictive because it allows people to share common experiences, often 
related to their marginalised subjectivity, and to construct a collec-
tive sense of belonging through normativity. Having access to multiple 
modes of media in order to do so allows for more possibilities and more 
resources in this creative work.
Hospiceños use social media to stay in contact with family, advo-
cate for local reform, buy and sell items, build friendships, sort out work 
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logistics, express individual interests and almost always make people 
laugh. Yet all of this is done within the social scripts of normativity, per-
formed for the audience of other Hospiceños looking on through their 
computer or smartphone screens. It is clear not only how social media 
is understood as a normative mode of communication, but also how it 
becomes a tool for social negotiation about what is normative and what 
exceeds the boundaries. Social media is at once a private communica-
tion medium, mode of mass broadcast and method of aligning oneself 
with various relationships, identities and ideologies, particularly for 
expressing identification as marginalised as well as performing as a 
‘good citizen’.
63
3
Visual posting: The aesthetics  
of Alto Hospicio
In Alto Hospicio there is a homogeneity that pervades the visual land-
scape. People, each with their individual differences, still fit neatly into 
the setting. Their T- shirts and jeans, often purchased used from the Agro 
market, are rarely meant to attract attention. There are few big build-
ings and very little advertising. Houses all seem to look the same, like 
giant Lego blocks stacked one or two high on each narrow street. One 
street looks just like the next, with a row of houses flanked by corner 
shops; the cars that pass by the main plaza seem to be all of the same few 
makes and models. Even looking at the Facebook pages and Instagram 
feeds of Hospiceños, it is hard to distinguish one from another.
The repetition of architecture, inconspicuous corner shops, run of 
the mill clothing styles and even stray dogs lounging in the plazas seems 
to reject the existence of anything out of the ordinary. Even on social 
media, normativity calls no attention to itself. There is something so 
normative about all of these aesthetic aspects in Alto Hospicio that they 
seem to reject difference passively. Indeed, normativity often seems to 
be the absence of doing anything different or special. Yet Alto Hospicio 
provides an example of the ways in which doing something ordinary is 
no less active than doing something extraordinary. It is a choice, though 
at times an unconscious one, that manifests in various ways, many of 
which are visual. Such normativity is closely connected to a sense of 
being a good local citizen, of fitting in and accepting marginality as part 
of belonging in the community.
Aesthetics may seem to be something wholly divorced from 
notions of citizenship. However, aesthetics are a key mode through 
which citizenship may be expressed or contested. Understanding this 
normative aesthetic as actively (though at times unconsciously) created 
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allows us to see the ways in which it also produces a certain form of 
citizenship. Aesthetics are grounds on which dominant (often capitalist) 
ideologies are reproduced1 or contested.2 In looking at visual elements 
of Hospiceños’ social media, it becomes clear precisely how aesthetics 
becomes a key way in which individuals present themselves as ‘good’ 
marginalised citizens, reworking dominant ideals and promoting their 
own sense of collective normativity.
Instagramming the uninteresting
The aesthetic normativity of social media in Alto Hospicio is particu-
larly apparent in visual representations of the self, often considered the 
sites at which performance and identification are most evident on social 
media. Typical selfies3 in Alto Hospicio, even for young people, are usu-
ally taken at work, in their own home or that of a friend, or during a brief 
outing to the centre of Alto Hospicio or Iquique. These photographers 
rarely seem to aim at conveying a sense of glamour.
While both of the examples of selfies in Figs 3.1 and 3.2 are clearly 
posed, and we might assume the subjects hope to look their best, it is 
clear that the amount of effort and staging put into the photographs is 
minimal. The man in Fig. 3.1 is posed on a street corner on a typical 
neighbourhood street in Alto Hospicio. He turns to look at the camera 
and flashes a ‘peace sign’ – perhaps a now- universal worldwide casual 
pose for photos. The woman in the photograph in Fig. 3.2 has positioned 
her hair so that it appears in the frame of the photo, yet she chooses a 
background of a blank wall. Neither individual shows off particularly 
nice clothing in the photographs, nor does either choose an especially 
noteworthy background. Perhaps most revealing, however, is the fact 
that when these Hospiceños uploaded their selfies both photos received 
several ‘likes’ and comments focusing on the subject being good- looking, 
using the words ‘guapo’ [handsome], ‘hermosa’ [beautiful], ‘te ves bien’ 
[you look good] and ‘preciosa’ [pretty].
Pictures in which the subject intends to present a ‘good-looking’ 
pose, like those below, are one common form of selfies that Hospiceños 
upload to social media, but plenty of other pictures portray a more play-
ful and casual look. These photographs tend to talk back humorously to 
the well- known stereotype of the selfie as narcissistic. In essence, when 
the subjects of the photos know that they might not pass as ‘good-look-
ing’ because they are not well-dressed or posed, they reject this fram-
ing by ‘pulling a face’. Such photos are popular among Hospiceños, both 
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Figs. 3.1 and 3.2 Two typical selfies of young Hospiceños
SOC IAL MED IA IN NORTHERN CH I LE66
young and old, perhaps precisely because expending energy (whether 
mental or physical) to compose a good- looking photo is simply not 
within the common repertoire. Yet such a manner of being informal and 
spontaneous is just as standardised as the formal poses with which they 
contrast.
The ways in which individuals talk back to the formality of the 
posed selfie are abundant. One inventive way popular among young 
Hospiceños is the foot photo, or ‘footie’. These photographers are almost 
always in a lounging position while watching television or playing 
a video game, giving the viewer a sense of the mundane life that the 
photographer wishes to capture. The ‘footie’ is so casual that the photo-
grapher does not even have to move from a resting position to pose. The 
picture can be taken with minimal movement simply by angling the 
smartphone, already in hand, and snapping a photo without even paus-
ing the television show or video game. It is the ultimate post portraying 
relaxation.
Fig. 3.3 Two young Hospiceños take a selfie with silly faces
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Figs. 3.4 and 3.5 ‘Footies’
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Figs. 3.6 and 3.7 Work photographs
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Fig. 3.8 ‘Waiting in line to pay my bill #instabored #instafome’
Teens and young adults are those who most often post several pic-
tures a day,4 usually of mundane items such as new gym shoes, break-
fast, their freshly washed car, ‘selfies’ taken at school or work and photo 
collages made with another app. These images give a sense of the monot-
ony of everyday life. Taking and posting photographs often seem to be 
strategies for passing time while bored; indeed the photos themselves 
often include hashtags such as #bored, #aburrido or #fome. Young 
people pass time by photographing their workspaces (whether at their 
job or school), snapping pictures of their surroundings while relaxing at 
home (often watching television or listening to music) and taking selfies 
in sites around Alto Hospicio. Some photos even express the ultimate 
boredom: waiting in a queue while running errands. Figure 3.8 depicts 
the queue to pay bills at the Movistar mobile phone company.
These mundane photos suggest that the very purpose of photo-
graphy for these young people in Alto Hospicio is not the same as for 
previous generations. There are few Hospiceños who do not possess 
a mobile phone with a camera or a separate digital camera. Cameras, 
film and the developing process were once relatively expensive, giving 
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photographs an aura of significance. But the ease with which Hospiceños 
now take endless digital photos evidences a changing relationship with 
the medium. The purpose of the photograph was previously to record 
the experience, whereas now, for many people, the photograph serves 
to enhance the experience.5 Often young people snap photos with no 
intention of displaying them in their homes or on social media.6 And, 
given the low quality of many that Hospiceños post, it seems that image 
quality, composition and subject are not so much the point of the exer-
cise: rather the meaning is in the action. Photography is a way to pass the 
time, while posting the image on social media also opens up the possi-
bility of discussion and praise from peers. Such discussions further help 
to ease periods of boredom. The photograph then works to pass time in a 
double sense – first in the instant of taking the picture and second in the 
time (hopefully) spent discussing the picture itself, along with whatever 
conversations might emerge on social media in the comments section or 
in private messages as a result of the photograph.
Of course Hospiceños also consider it important to capture enter-
taining moments with photography, and even use the act to frame 
an event as ‘fun’. They commonly post photographs that feature the 
moments of life meant to be enjoyed, often consisting of food, drink and 
friends. These photographs work to frame moments – many of which are 
relatively mundane –  as worthy of documentation and thus fun, special 
or noteworthy.
Again these pictures are taken with minimal effort and staging, 
suggesting that in Alto Hospicio the product of photography has become 
less consequential as the act becomes more important. People do not 
appear to pay much attention to their appearances, aside from the now 
almost universally understood symbolic modes of demonstrating ‘a 
good time’ – tongues out, burlesqued smiles and hand signs. They do not 
arrange their clothing or their bodies in particular ways, other than to 
make sure their faces are visible and fit within the frame. People often 
do not even appear in the photograph. Simply depicting the food or 
drink serves to symbolise a good time, allowing the human enjoyment 
to be implied through the material objects.
It is also worth noting that each of the pictures shown here were 
first posted to Instagram, associated in many places with overt curation 
of images. Curation here is used similarly to in an art museum, where 
different aesthetic objects are placed in relation to one another to cre-
ate a narrative or simply an ambiance. Media coverage of Instagram 
usually focuses on the application’s affordances for visually enhancing 
photos, allowing users to crop them into squares and choose ‘filters’ 
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Figs. 3.9 and 3.10 Photographs of food
SOC IAL MED IA IN NORTHERN CH I LE72
which change the contrast, colour tone, saturation and focus of the pho-
tos. What results is often something that looks like an over- or under- 
exposed Polaroid picture.
For many users worldwide, this is the appeal of Instagram – turning 
the ordinary into the nostalgically beautiful. It allows for the curation of 
a set of photographs that displays the artistic sensibilities of the user, the 
beautiful places they have visited, their stylised selfies and their clever 
eye for finding interesting compositions among the ordinary moments of 
life. For contrast I display here (Figs 3.13 and 3.14) two Instagram pho-
tos by users from Santiago. Both present subjects that are widely consid-
ered ‘beautiful’ for art7 and use filters to enhance their appearance.
For these users Instagram reflects a more explicit concentration 
on the result of photography rather than the action of taking a pic-
ture. In many contexts the measure of a good Instagram photo is not 
simply its display of a moment in life, but its ability to combine a keen 
Fig. 3.11 Photograph of friends
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photographer’s eye, interesting composition and skilful use of filters to 
create an aesthetically pleasing final product.8
The Instagram photos here from Alto Hospicio contrast with these 
ideals in almost every possible way. They do not feature subjects such 
as artistic works, well-presented restaurant food, beautifully decorated 
spaces or stylish fashion. Yet the contrasts are apparent even when 
Instagram users from Santiago portray the ‘mundane’ subjects of feet, 
work, their breakfast at home or the neighbourhood. Rather than the 
picture simply portraying the mundane subject, these users often com-
pose the photographs and use filters to give them an artistic feel in an 
effort to elevate the mundane.
My point here is not that photographers in Santiago are qualita-
tively better than those in Alto Hospicio, but that their aims are differ-
ent. For many Instagram users in Santiago, there is a sense that rather 
than capturing the mundane, Instagram and social media in gen-
eral should be used to present the extraordinary moments of life:  the 
Fig. 3.12 Photograph of leisure
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Figs. 3.13 and 3.14 Instagram photographs from users in Santiago
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Figs. 3.15 and 3.16 ‘Mundane’ items as subjects of Santiago users’ 
Instagram photographs
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beautiful vistas, delicious food and special moments with friends. These 
users in Santiago follow common ideals of curation more closely, while 
Instagram and Facebook users in Alto Hospicio present visual materials 
that corresponded more closely to an unedited view of daily life. In the 
context of other Hospiceño users doing the same, these pictures seem 
perfectly normal and ‘natural’ images to post on social media. These are 
pictures of ‘normal’ life.
It is clear that these photographs on social media are consistent 
with the way Hospiceños see offline life. In homes, clothing and these 
photographs, Hospiceños privilege an aesthetic that corresponds to the 
normativity of their everyday existence. Portraying this normativity 
constitutes its own form of aesthetics. These collections of photographs 
are not devoid of aesthetics. Rather, along with the spaces and material 
goods common in Alto Hospicio, they constitute a particular, unassum-
ing aesthetic.9
Selfies, like most other forms of Hospiceños’ social media photo-
graphs, simply provide a view into their daily lives. Yet to say that they 
are without aesthetics misinterprets the photographers’ intentions. 
These photographs are precise examples of the aesthetic that corres-
ponds to the particular form of normativity most prevalent in Alto 
Hospicio. As Hariman suggests, ‘Because the camera records the décor 
of everyday life, the photographic image is capable of . . . aesthetic medi-
ations of political identity.’ These mundane selfies allow Hospiceños to 
perform their normativity and, along with other forms of social media 
postings, to place themselves squarely within the dominant conception 
of a ‘good citizen’ in the city’.
Daily life and social class on social media
The representation of daily life in social media photography works as 
a compliment to the social media presentation of social and economic 
class. Most Hospiceños present themselves as within the bounds of nor-
mative wealth and economic means of the city. And while most residents 
identify as marginalised, some families are of comfortable means – they 
have several wage earners to support the family and are able to afford 
such luxuries as the latest electronics, private vehicles, at least one 
mobile phone for each family member, and are able to spend extra earn-
ings on entertainment activities. Yet they would consider it distasteful 
to present themselves as ‘wealthy’ (or what might appear middle class 
to those in Iquique). Instead, maintaining an appearance of conforming 
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to Alto Hospicio’s marginalised position on social media allows for per-
petuation of the social scripts of normativity.
While in many contexts people often use visual representation to 
make claims to higher status and wealth, Hospiceños actively choose to 
emphasise what they have in common with their neighbours and social 
media contacts. This is not to say that they are insincere about their 
wealth, but most people feel it is inappropriate to use social media to 
show off wealth and class position that departs from the norm. Instead, 
highlighting certain kinds of economic problems with a humorous twist 
allows them to contribute to collective discourses on the marginality of 
Alto Hospicio and its residents.
Hospiceños rarely perceive a stigma associated with lapses in their 
ability to afford certain luxuries  – internet access among them. They 
quite readily admit to their material shortcomings, often approaching 
the subject in a joking manner. For example Eduardo, a 40- year- old 
man who had recently lost his job with a mining company, quipped one 
afternoon, ‘People with money are always connected. Those with less 
money are only connected sometimes. And those with no money have to 
look for free Wi- Fi.’ And because free Wi- Fi in Alto Hospicio is difficult to 
come by, those with ‘no money’ usually remain disconnected.
Because of these constraints, it is also not unusual to see public 
notices on Facebook that announce ‘Friends, I  will not have internet 
for the next two weeks. If you need me call my sister’s mobile phone or 
come see me at work’. A smartphone plan or pre- paid credit is often the 
only internet access for many Hospiceños. Connections in Alto Hospicio 
in general are tenuous, depending on the strength of mobile signals 
(notoriously slow in Alto Hospicio), neighbours paying their own bills or 
friends’ willingness to pass on credit.
Yet being without money has wider implications for social media. 
As Eduardo explained:
Social media are very different if you have money. For instance, 
now when I’m poor I have two options. Before my internet is shut 
off [from my mobile phone] I can say to the world that I’m poor 
and hope that someone I have invited out before will invite me 
out and buy me a drink. If I’m poor without internet I’m just dis-
connected and have to find something else for entertainment. But 
when I have money I go out, I go to parties, I take pictures and put 
them online. I can be like Tony Stark [from the Iron Man movie 
franchise] – rich, eccentric and post pictures that prove it all on 
Facebook.
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He then showed me the meme he had posted previously featuring 
Tony Stark; it represented the character’s wealth and lifestyle, labelled 
‘payday’, in contrast with a photograph of an impoverished- looking man 
crouching, labelled ‘the rest of the month’. ‘That just pretty much sums 
it up. Sometimes you have money, sometimes you don’t,’ Eduardo said 
with a sigh.
Rather than being stigmatised, these lapses in internet access fit 
seamlessly into other forms of expressing identification with a mar-
ginalised economic and social class. Poverty is even its own genre of 
humour on social media. When the iPhone 6 became available many 
Hospiceños circulated popular memes reflecting on its unobtainability. 
One joke lamented the feeling of the new iPhone bend while in the front 
Fig. 3.17 Meme featuring Tony Stark, Iron Man character  
Line 1: ‘Payday’ Line 2: ‘The rest of the month’
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pocket, only to remember that it is not an iPhone but a Pop Tart. Another 
expressed excitement: ‘I am so happy the iPhone 6 has come out! Now 
I can afford to buy an iPhone 4 second- hand!’
iPhones, like Xboxes, are often used as symbols of luxury goods 
in a way that large- screen televisions, cars and cameras are not. This 
humour works because Hospiceños have a common understanding that 
iPhones are out of reach, as well as a shared experience of some form of 
feeling poor. Thus through this shared form of self- mockery, they build 
a sense of belonging in the community which takes as its base the nor-
mative experience of being marginalised.
Those who pushed the boundaries of class presentation on social 
media at times became a topic of gossip. Much as Vicky resented her 
ostentatious neighbours, other women complained about their acquain-
tances who showed off too much of their wealth on Facebook. Lilia, a 
mother of five in her fifties, told me:
I have known plenty of people that are always talking about how 
poor they are. But then on Facebook I see they have a new car, they 
went on a trip, they buy accessories. Personally, these people bother 
me. Facebook tells the truth. They’re stingy, they don’t want to share.
For Lilia, social media works as a window that allows her to check up 
on neighbours and acquaintances in an effort to patrol the boundaries 
of normativity.
The joys of mediocrity
Hospiceños usually represent their wealth as normative on Facebook, 
but performing normativity extends beyond their current economic situ-
ation to the ways they present their aspirations (or lack thereof). A com-
mon genre of meme shared on Facebook represents success or a luxury 
lifestyle framed through humorous exaggeration. The meme picturing 
Tony Stark provides one example of this exaggeration, in which payday 
is presented as a moment of luxury in an otherwise meagre existence. 
Through this and other funny memes Hospiceños contrast themselves 
with representations of success, thereby actively aligning themselves 
with normativity.
One funny example of this style uses self- deprecation to position 
the individual as mediocre. The meme, which Jhony and Miguel orig-
inally found on Jaidefinichon, then shared on Facebook, features sev-
eral sperm racing for an egg. The meme presents the self, even before 
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conception, as the disappointing result of almost random chance. Of 
all the possible sperm with extraordinary potential for brilliance, good 
looks and leadership qualities, the one that succeeds is mediocre. This 
form of humorous exaggeration places the self in contrast to greatness, 
claiming solidarity with the average individuals of Alto Hospicio. The 
frame of humour indicates a joking acceptance of such fate.
Another meme declares the advantages of physical mediocrity, 
claiming, ‘Being ugly and poor has its advantages. When someone falls in 
love with you, they do it from the heart.’ Again, individuals who post this 
meme portray themselves as mediocre or even below average in looks 
and wealth, but highlight the positive side of their situation – the knowl-
edge that their relationships are sincere. At the same time they subtly 
suggest a correspondence between above average (good looking and 
rich) individuals and insincerity. They present normativity as a positive 
characteristic and devalue that which is usually idealised, reinforcing 
the sorts of social sanctioning created by women such as Vicky and Lilia 
in their gossip about neighbours and friends who show off too much.
Acceptance or even pride in a mundane life is especially apparent 
from a certain style of meme that overwhelmed Facebook toward the end 
of 2014. These Rana René (Kermit the Frog, in English) memes express 
a sense of abandoned aspirations. In these memes the frog expresses 
Fisico Nuclear
Estrella de Cine
Presidente
Cura el Cancer Ganador de Premio
Nobel
YO
Fig. 3.18 Meme depicting sperm racing for an egg 
Me        Nuclear Physicist    Movie Star 
Cure for Cancer  Nobel Prize Winner  President
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Fig. 3.19 Rana René meme 
Translation: ‘Sometimes I want to quit working. Later I remember that 
I don’t have anyone to support me and I get over it’
Fig. 3.20 Rana René meme 
Translation: ‘Sometimes I think about modifying my motor. Later I remem-
ber that I only have enough [money] for an oil change and I get over it’
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desire for something – a better physique, nicer material goods, a better 
family or love life— but concludes that it is unlikely to happen and that 
therefore ‘se me pasa’ [I get over it].
Similarly, during June and July of 2013 a common form of meme 
served to contrast the expected or idealised with reality. The example in 
Fig. 3.22 demonstrates the ‘expected’ image of a man at the beach – one 
who looks like a model, with a fit body and tanned skin set against a 
picturesque background. The ‘reality’ shows a man who is out of shape, 
lighter skinned and on a busy urban beach populated by other people 
and structures. It does not portray the sort of serene, dreamlike setting 
of the ‘expected’. In others, the ‘expected’ portrays equally ‘ideal’ set-
tings, people, clothing, parties, architecture or romantic situations. The 
reality always humorously demonstrates something more mundane, 
or even disastrous. These memes became so ubiquitous that they were 
even used as inspiration for advertising Toddy cookies.
Health and body image are often commented upon in posts that 
demonstrate how normativity is more highly valued than excellence. 
Fig. 3.21 Rana René meme Translation: ‘Sometimes I get the urge to 
break my diet. Later I remember that I never started and I get over it’
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Unlike in many contexts where fit bodies are idealised, in Alto Hospicio 
it is precisely the imperfect body that is widely praised. One common 
meme suggested, ‘A man without a belly is like a sky without stars’. 
Overall, discourses alluding to the acceptance of different body shapes 
manifest in the use of nicknames as well. Many parents or older relatives 
refer to their children (no matter their age) lovingly as ‘mi gordo/ a’ [my 
little fatty]. Many people also called their siblings, cousins or friends 
Gorda or Gordo. In a sense, these are reactions to the more general 
idea promoted by mass media, including global television and movies, 
national or international magazines and even local celebrities that thin 
or fit is the most sexy and desirable body shape. Whether consciously or 
Fig. 3.22 ‘Expected vs. Reality’ style meme
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Fig. 3.24 Meme depicting a tombstone inscribed with ‘Here rests my 
desire to study’
Fig. 3.23 A Toddy advertisement modelled after the ‘Expected vs. 
Reality’-style memes
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unconsciously, Hospiceños communally valorise a positive body image 
that acknowledges the ways that most people look  – something quite 
distinct from the forms that mass media implicitly suggests are the most 
desirable for both men and women.
Education is another theme that emerges in posts where Hospiceños 
identify with limited ambition. Most young people in Alto Hospicio fin-
ish high school (segondaria) and many begin studies at local universi-
ties, but only a few complete a university degree. When a young person 
(or an older adult) finishes university the whole family is very proud, 
but, given work options in the region, it is also understood as an achieve-
ment reserved for only the brightest and most dedicated students. More 
often people train for technical degrees in electrical, mechanic or 
other skilled trades related to mining or work at the Zofri dock. Others 
eschew advanced education and go directly into the workforce, so that 
they can begin contributing to the family income or support their own 
young families immediately. These local norms and expectations endow 
university education with a sense of distinction that many Hospiceños 
equally admire and see as superfluous. Because this treatment of edu-
cation is almost universal within the community and reflects the lim-
ited ambitions of Hospiceño normativity, it becomes excellent fodder for 
humour on social media.
Humorous memes are important to Hospiceños because they allow 
for play. Yet the jokes are only comfortable for most audience members 
if they experience the humour as non- threatening to the core values at 
stake.10 In the context of normativity in Alto Hospicio, joking is a safe 
and obviously popular way for people to express their comfort with the 
normative lives they have chosen. Rather than expressing disappoint-
ment or regret that they have not aspired to more, they reaffirm to them-
selves, and to those like them, that their decision to remain within the 
bounds of normativity is acceptable or valued within the community.
Humour often revolves around self- deprecation or forms of height-
ening emotion, only quickly to diffuse the situation.11 The ‘I get over it’ 
memes featuring Kermit the Frog work in this way to excite the audi-
ence, but then quickly diffuse the expectations. This functions as a 
form of self- deprecation associated with low income and/ or ambition. 
While the joke would work in any context, the Hospiceños who choose 
these memes as part of their social media performances communicate 
that they not only understand the joke, but also see a correspondence 
with their own feelings and ambitions. Within socially accepted ideals 
of normativity, joking becomes a perfect way of expressing normativity, 
even while articulating desires to go beyond the norm. Humour allows 
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individuals to express desires that are, under the circumstances, proba-
bly unobtainable, while simultaneously assuring others that they realise 
such ambition lies beyond the expected social scripts. This reinforces 
the sense of normativity, regardless of whether the individual feels con-
strained or comforted by it.
Furthermore, the visual elements of these types of humour rein-
force normativity by relying on recirculated images that are almost by 
definition accessible to everyone. Memes do not express the original-
ity of the individual who posts them. They are rather expressions of 
creativity, in that by aggregating various humorous memes on certain 
topics social media users actively curate funny Facebook walls, 
Instagram feeds, WhatsApp groups and Tumblr feeds. This means that 
even when memes express desires that seemingly go beyond the norm, 
they are still tied to some sort of collective desire, as the product of 
someone else’s making. Images then both work as shorthand and as a 
further normalising aspect of social media usage.
Rethinking normative aesthetics
The unassuming form of normativity that Hospiceños present online 
seems at first glance to have little to do with curation. Material culture 
scholars suggest that individuals create social identities in part through 
material forms in their homes, workplaces, places of consumption, per-
sonal belongings and the styling of their bodies. Social media is just one 
more place where such self- styling may occur. This ability to display col-
lections of aesthetic forms was never possible in such a public way for 
the grand majority of people before the internet became ubiquitous.12 
Yet it was often precisely the absence of particularly styled clothing, 
architecture and photography which characterised the normativity of 
Alto Hospicio. In expanding our ideas about what curation and aesthet-
ics might entail, we see that the identities and lifestyles Hospiceños 
presented on Facebook and Instagram are both consciously constructed 
and corresponded to a certain, communally sanctioned social script. 
The aesthetic forms presented online bear a visual resemblance to the 
aesthetics of daily life in Alto Hospicio.
Of course, not everything an individual does  – either online or 
offline – is an act of conscious curation. Yet when social scripts are deeply 
rooted, acts of curation that correspond to these forms of normativity 
do emerge unconsciously. Any time individuals represent themselves, 
they are constructing stories about themselves for others to interpret. 
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Again this happens both on the street and through social media, yet 
social media is particularly important because it provides wider access 
to resources. One does not need to be able to afford a Tommy Hilfiger 
wardrobe to represent the brand as part of their aesthetic online.
Social media also broadens the audiences for whom individ-
uals can perform, with the possibility of a global public. Yet when 
Hospiceños do not take advantage of these broadened scopes, it 
becomes even clearer how deeply rooted the social script of local nor-
mativity is. To eschew aesthetics associated with ‘good taste’ because 
they are out of an individual’s reach is one thing: to do so as a choice is 
another. Directing one’s self- presentation to others in the same com-
munity, in a context where a global audience is possible, again rein-
forces the importance of local identifications and normativities, rather 
than positioning the self within a wider sphere. This exploration of 
Hospiceños and the visual materials that they post on social media 
then reinforces the notions of unassuming normativity that is visible 
simply on the streets of Alto Hospicio. In that sense social media is 
an extension of daily life, rather than a contrast. Hospiceños’ ways of 
identifying represented therein further work to support community 
values of interconnection, social support, hard work and distinction 
from contexts understood as inherently different.
Hospiceños’ conceptions of good citizenship become inscribed in 
their use of visuals in social media. The aesthetics produced in daily life 
are reproduced on social media, and there become a claim to authen-
ticity as marginalised subjects. As Geertz notes, art and aesthetics may 
constitute elaborate mechanisms for ‘defining social relationships, sus-
taining social rules, and strengthening social values’.13 And when made 
public for a wide local audience through social media, aesthetics and 
visuality become central to their identifications, always intertwined 
with normativity and citizenship.
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4
Relationships: Creating authenticity 
on social media
I am something of a suspicious character in Alto Hospicio. To begin 
with, I  visibly stand out. As a very light- skinned person of Polish, 
German and English ancestry, I  simply look very different from most 
of the residents of Alto Hospicio, whose ancestry is some combination 
of Spanish, Aymara, Quechua, Mapuche, Afro- Caribbean and Chinese. 
During my first week in Alto Hospicio a woman stopped me as we 
passed on the street near the commercial centre of the city. ‘You look 
North American!’ she stated matter- of- factly, then walked away with-
out waiting for a response.
Beyond the simple surprise that my physical appearance evokes at 
times, I am untrustworthy as a single woman. As I began to develop rela-
tionships with people in Alto Hospicio they were often confounded that 
I had no male partner or children. Even though many people leave fam-
ily behind in other countries or regions of Chile when migrating to the 
area, they usually move with a least one family member. The fact that 
I lived alone aroused suspicion. As my conversations with new acquain-
tances developed they would often quiz me on my social relations, as if 
searching for a relationship with someone in the community that might 
give me some legitimacy.
I of course found this frustrating – not only because as an anthro-
pologist my job depends on developing relationships with people in the 
community, but also because I knew I would be living in Alto Hospicio 
for 15 months and I desperately hoped to make friends. Yet without some 
sort of evident social relationship, people were wary of befriending me.
After frustrating attempts to make friends in person, I  joined a 
Facebook group called ‘Everything Going On – Alto Hospicio’. I wrote a 
public message:
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Hello, I’m an anthropologist studying social media in Alto 
Hospicio. If anyone would like to participate in my study, or even 
offer advice to a newcomer in Alto Hospicio, please write me a mes-
sage or respond in the comments.
Miguel, the administrator for the group, quickly sent me a friend request 
and offered to help. He connected me to other Hospiceños on Facebook 
and regularly sent me announcements for events. After two months 
of online communication, he invited me to see a film with his group 
of friends. I  happily accepted, eventually becoming a regular part of 
the group. Miguel later told me that when he first saw my post on the 
Facebook group site, he was suspicious of it. He clicked on my Facebook 
profile and thought, ‘What is a gringa like this doing in Alto Hospicio?’ 
His curiosity prevailed, however, and he engaged me in conversation.
I was nervous about meeting you [in person] the first time, because 
I didn’t know what to expect. I was pretty sure you were a real per-
son, but I was not sure. I thought maybe you weren’t real. Maybe it 
was a fake profile. But then I saw you walking toward me and I just 
remember being really relieved.
Because I did not fit into the assumptions about who lives in Alto Hospicio, 
I experienced social barriers at first. While most other individuals there 
have extensive social networks, those outside of their social circles still 
often regard them as objects of suspicion. As in my case, social media at 
times provides ways to confirm a person’s authenticity. For more recent 
migrants to Alto Hospicio, social media may be an important inroad 
to getting a foothold in the community. Similarly absence from social 
media, particularly among the most impoverished Hospiceños, acts as 
yet another barrier to their integration in social life. All of this is true 
because in Alto Hospicio, as in many other contexts,1 the relationships 
that individuals maintain with other members of the community are 
precisely what make them part of that community. And the visibility of 
these relationships, whether in daily life or on social media, is essential. 
Without visible ties one remains an outsider.
The visibility of relationships on social media  – primarily 
Facebook – functions as a mode of authentication in which community 
members recognise each other as similar to themselves, trustworthy and 
legitimately part of the community. In essence relationships are central 
to the notions of belonging that allow individuals to identify themselves 
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and others as good local citizens. In making visible different forms of 
relationships, Hospiceños highlight family and friendship, in effect 
solidifying and expanding these relationships. By performing these rela-
tionships visibly through social media, Hospiceños both claim belonging 
and publicly negotiate what it means to perform as ‘good citizens’ online.
Suspicion, authenticity and visibility
Suspicion was a common theme in Alto Hospicio. Padre Mateo, a local 
Catholic priest, explained his perspective to me. I had gone to meet him 
at his small home in Autoconstrucción, one of the poorer neighbour-
hoods. As he served me tea I explained my project about social media. 
He thought for a moment, then responded, ‘Well, I suppose it’s good peo-
ple are being social, even if it is online anyway. People don’t talk to their 
neighbours here. There’s no trust.’
Most people use their smartphones while in the home or at work. It 
is rare to see someone using their phone while walking down the street 
or sitting in a plaza. Even in restaurants and in shops, people seldom 
look down at their phones. This is equally true when travelling on public 
transport. The bus ride from Alto Hospicio to central Iquique takes about 
45 minutes, which always seems to me the perfect time to catch up on 
social media. However, most other passengers listen to music, fall asleep, 
eat snacks or talk to their companions rather than using their phones.
One day in the central market I  talked with a group of vendors 
about smartphones. I asked specifically why so few people use them in 
public spaces, and they responded that people are always afraid some-
one will snatch their phone. ‘Sometimes right out of your hands,’ said a 
woman who sells jackets on her stall. ‘Oh, the pickpockets are all around 
in Alto Hospicio,’ added her friend, who sells children’s school supplies. 
‘I think close to 75 per cent of people have something stolen from them 
every year.’ This saleswoman’s estimation is inaccurate according to offi-
cial crime reports,2 yet there is a widely held perception that one is never 
safe from pickpockets in Alto Hospicio. At least once a week I see a friend 
post on Facebook that they have been assaulted and had a mobile phone 
stolen. Even Padre Mateo mentioned this to me, lamenting how much 
more common petty theft is in Alto Hospicio than in other Chilean com-
munities where he has worked. However true or untrue, this perception 
certainly has a profound effect on local discourses and behaviour.
Even when I first posted a message on the ‘Everything Going On – 
Alto Hospicio’ Facebook page, the responses revealed the ways in which 
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residents conceptualise danger in the city. Several people told me to 
be careful, posting advice about which blocks were dangerous to walk 
alone (even during the day) or which neighbourhoods were filled with 
drug dealers and flaites. Others offered warnings such as ‘never go into 
anyone’s house’, ‘don’t eat or drink anything anyone gives you’ or ‘only 
use regulated radio taxis. The ones you hail might rob you’.
Many people are constantly worried about having things stolen 
from their cars – even such seemingly valueless items as half- full plas-
tic water bottles  – as well as having the car itself stolen. Car security 
Fig. 4.1 Cartoon meme depicting the stereotype of flaites in Alto 
Hospicio. Translation: ‘How I am in reality/ How people see me when 
I say that I am from [Alto] Hospicio’
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systems are so ubiquitous in Alto Hospicio that one must learn quickly to 
sleep through the beeping and honking of car alarms. Jhony, a member 
of the Red Foxes Motor Club, was especially worried about having his 
Jeep stolen by Bolivians. ‘It’s 4- wheel drive, so if they steal it they can 
just drive it over the border, in the middle of the desert to avoid check 
points, and then it’s gone,’ he explained to me.
Local suspicion was also heavily influenced by the still recounted 
story of the ‘Psychopath of Alto Hospicio’, who kidnapped, raped and 
murdered 14 young women in 1999 and 2000, throwing their bodies 
into an abandoned well in the desert. When their parents reported the 
teenagers missing, the police force refused to investigate. Because the 
girls were from very poor families, the police believed they had more 
likely run away to become prostitutes or joined the narco- trafficking 
trade as ‘mules’ in Peru. Using the stigmas of illegal activity associated 
with poverty, the police shirked their responsibility to investigate and 
the disappearances continued. Even when families of the young women 
tried to involve investigators at the national level, the investigative 
police force ignored their requests. Only after the final potential victim 
escaped from her assailant did law enforcement officers begin to search 
for a suspect. When police eventually caught ‘the Psychopath’ they dis-
covered that he was a relatively recent migrant from the central region 
of Chile: a newcomer who had few connections in the community.
What was especially significant about both stories was that the 
suspicious character was an outsider. These discourses relied on stereo-
types of distrust. Bolivians are likely to steal cars; newcomers may 
potentially kidnap children. The residents of Alto Hospicio, still a place 
with a sizeable migrant population, are often suspicious of those they 
do not know. The suspicion that I aroused when I first arrived in Alto 
Hospicio was simply another example of how locals view unknown 
individuals as untrustworthy and possibly dangerous until they have a 
better sense of who they are, their motives and, most importantly, their 
connections in the community.
The ways in which individuals describe their social media use 
reflects this mentality. Strangers are not to be trusted. Yet mutual 
friends have the ability to transform someone from a stranger into a 
potential friend. When Miguel made ‘friend suggestions’ on Facebook 
so that I could add his friends to my account, few people declined my 
request. However, when I requested people without mutual friends I was 
almost always rejected.
Older Hospiceños in particular are quite suspicious of fake pro-
files and criminals searching for victims online. While many teen users 
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create fake profiles to play pranks on friends, older Hospiceños stigma-
tise these types of profiles. They are particularly suspicious of online 
relationships, often retelling stories they have heard about con- artists 
using fake profiles to lure unsuspecting individuals into relationships in 
order to scam them. Rodrigo and Gabriel, two middle- aged men who 
work at the port in Iquique, had a conversation about social media one 
afternoon as they paused to eat lunch in the company dining facility. 
‘There are lots of people, they speak beautifully, but when they are in 
person they change their way of being. There are criminals like that. 
Rapists and extortionists. They look for victims online. That’s why this 
technology is no good,’ Rodrigo warned.
The truth was that, in all of my interviews and surveys, I did not 
meet anyone who had been taken advantage of online. The only exam-
ple of online dishonesty I encountered came from Jhony. He explained 
to me how he had once developed a romantic relationship online with 
a Brazilian woman whom he later discovered had lied to him; she had 
sent him pictures of another woman that she had taken from a website. 
However, even this level of subterfuge actually seems to be a rare expe-
rience among Hospiceños. Yet suspicion and discourses of danger online 
proliferate. This suspicion is one reason that the authenticity of others 
online becomes a primary concern for Hospiceños.
 ‘Authenticity’ is a term, much like normativity, that can be defined 
in various ways, depending on its context and the aims of the person 
using the word.3 The concept of authenticity does not indicate an ‘inher-
ent essence’, but is relational; it relies on contrast with what individuals 
in the context consider false or deceptive. Authenticity can be estab-
lished by the ways in which people represent themselves through various 
communication methods,4 including spoken and written language, self- 
styling and the visual modes of representation I discussed in Chapter 3.
For Hospiceños, social media is a space for representing them-
selves authentically – as they are in daily life. This does not necessarily 
mean that they divulge their deepest secrets in order to be genuinely 
themselves, but rather that they employ certain tactics to distinguish 
between realness and artifice. I am not suggesting that on social media 
all Hospiceños always tell the truth, nor that they never engage with 
notions of fantasy nor express themselves outside of the bounds of local 
normativity. Rather, performing a sense of authenticity as a Hospiceño 
is the mode of social media use that predominates. In visual terms this 
means curating profiles that corresponded to local expectations of visu-
ality, for example photographs recognisably taken in Alto Hospicio and 
Iquique, sharing memes and almost always commenting with humour.
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Following such norms serves to mark an individual as belonging, 
but for Hospiceños demonstrating relationships is an even more direct 
way to present themselves as familiar rather than strange. In many con-
texts friending strangers may lead to increased status, and is at times 
central to the reasons why people use social media.5 In Alto Hospicio, 
however, evaluating someone as a stranger is likely to result in social 
exclusion – refusal of friending, deletion or at least ignoring the ‘non- 
authentic’ user. Strangers are objects of suspicion: only those who may 
be authenticated through some aspect of their online profiles are to be 
trusted enough to accept friendship or interact.
Authenticity relies heavily on the visibility of relationships with 
others in the community, and social media is central to the ways that 
Hospiceños make these relationships visible. As Pappacharissi suggests, 
Facebook is ‘the architectural equivalent of a glass house’.6 Knowing 
that social media postings can be seen by members of the community, 
users perform their social ties to and for others.7 However, these per-
formances of authenticity are not simply a product of social media; 
anthropologists have documented the importance of visibility in rela-
tionships long before the internet, or even computers, were invented.8 
Social media does not revolutionise these relationships; its importance 
lies in providing a new medium in which labelling and visibility can 
occur. Particularly in the context of suspicion related to the community’s 
marginalised position, social media is key to the ways in which authen-
ticity is produced, as part of creating a sense of belonging and broader 
concepts of citizenship.
Family relationships on social media
In Alto Hospicio social life is centred on private spaces such as the 
home. Rather than meeting friends at the local bar on a Friday night, 
Hospiceños invite a few people over to their houses. They celebrate 
important events with an asado barbeque with the extended family at 
home rather than an elaborate meal in a restaurant. Hospiceños watch 
important football matches in the kitchen, drinking cans of Escudo beer 
with family and friends. Even marriages are often quiet family affairs 
rather than large community celebrations.
This intimacy of events means that often Facebook is one of the 
most publicly visible ways in which people interact, particularly for 
non- school age children. Relationships, whether between family mem-
bers, romantic partners or friends, remain out of the public eye. For this 
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reason it is often important to demonstrate these relationships actively 
on social media.
The family is usually the most important institution in Hospiceños’ 
lives. A  majority of families have three or four generations living 
together, often encompassing one or both parents, their adult children, 
their significant others and young grandchildren all in the same mod-
est house. Families eat meals together and combine financial resources. 
They are generally all expected to help with the physical and emotional 
labour of the group, whether that involves caring for children or helping 
out with home construction projects. Families watch films together, go 
on outings to the beach or events in Iquique and simply pass time chat-
ting after meals. Parents and children are usually emotionally close, and 
there seems to be little resentment towards parents other than the usual 
teen complaints of not being allowed to stay out late or do recreational 
activities before finishing schoolwork. While some parents and grand-
parents feel that social media has become a barrier to the types of inti-
macy that families once shared, most proudly embrace social media as a 
way to connect further with their families and to express familial love.
On average, survey respondents said that about 30 per cent of 
their Facebook friends were family members.9 Almost everyone under 
the age of 50 had at least one parent as a friend on Facebook, and 
80 per cent of respondents were friends with their brothers and sis-
ters. Of course, being Facebook friends does not necessarily constitute 
meaningful interaction. Yet by looking at the actual Facebook timelines 
of family members, it is clear that most do interact frequently. Mothers 
and fathers both post copious amounts of pictures of their children (and 
grandparents of their grandchildren), often using these images as their 
profile and cover photos on Facebook. Children in their twenties and 
thirties post photographs and messages on their mothers’ timelines, and 
tag their parents in photos, memes and shared bits of text.
Facebook allows users to elect ‘family members’ among their 
friends, and for Hospiceños this often was a way of demonstrating 
not only familial ties, but close friendships as well. In general the line 
between close friendship and familial relation is often blurred, a situ-
ation reflected on social media. The category of ‘family’, both on social 
media and in daily life, includes not only several generations of san-
guine relatives (those related through blood),10 but also individuals or 
other families of ‘fictive kin’ who have been close for a long time.11 Most 
people choose to list their parents, siblings and children as family mem-
bers on the information page of their Facebook account, but it is clear 
that these lists also include brothers, sisters, cousins, aunts and uncles 
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who do not share any formal kinship ties. A young man’s best friends 
will often be listed as brothers. The younger sister of a good friend could 
be listed as a cousin. And god- parents or other family friends of older 
generations are listed as aunts and uncles. These lists, of course, reflect 
the titles that Hospiceños use face to face, particularly for tias and tios 
[aunts and uncles], showing the importance of the family as the primary 
organising unit of social life. Extending these fictive kin designations to 
social media, however, also serves to make these relationships more vis-
ible. Listing someone as a family member, as well as visible interactions 
such as posting on their timeline, signal the strength of the relationship 
to a wider audience.
In Alto Hospicio many children (of all ages) feel that it is important 
to show affection by explicitly thanking their mothers on Facebook. In 
doing so, they not only engage with their mother, but also perform for 
a wider audience the role of being a good child. They post photographs 
of the family doing activities together, such as celebrating a birthday, 
cooking meals together or simply spending time at home. The reverence 
a mother receives from her child serves as a form of authenticating the 
child as a respectful and respectable person.
Like the posts discussed in the previous chapter, memes are an 
easy way in which children can connect with their mothers. Many 
acknowledge the sacrifices mothers made for their children. One meme 
of simple pink and black text on a white background declares: ‘My 
mother . . . traded her beautiful figure for a huge belly; traded her purse 
for a diaper bag; traded her calm nights for long sleeplessness; traded 
her makeup for big circles under her eyes. I  believe that the perfect 
woman exists and she’s called Mom.’ Sometimes mothers respond with 
a similar meme almost word for word (See Fig. 4.2).
While mothers and their adult children share these kinds of 
memes, parents of younger children perform parental satisfaction on 
social media by documenting their children’s growth in photographs 
and status updates. And while clearly these posts express sincere 
affection, they serve a dual purpose of marking life stages related to 
normativity and senses of good citizenship in Alto Hospicio. Young 
people here often become parents in their late teens or early twenties, 
and social media use reflects this timing of life stages. Hospiceños 
comment that it is very unusual for young people to reach 25 with-
out having had a child. Twenty- four- year- old Nicole often complained 
that her own parents and her boyfriend Martin’s parents pressured 
them to get married and have children quickly. When I asked Martin 
about this he told me, ‘Well, people usually have children when they’re 
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13 here! No, the usual age is 20. By 25 the train has left the station, 
at 30 it must be that you’re really professional. By 35 you’re getting 
really worried. Well, at least that’s what people say!’ My survey results 
seemed to confirm these expectations. Of people between the ages of 
30 and 39, 100 per cent of men and 86 per cent of women had at least 
one child.
Expecting a baby is an important life stage in Alto Hospicio – but 
also serves to perform to Facebook and other social media audiences the 
act of entering into adult life, settling down and accepting responsibili-
ties. Even when people speak about stereotypical flaites, they note that 
often after having children they settle down to become a ‘family man’.12 
Performing the role of parent on Facebook communicates a certain level 
of maturity. Both expectant fathers and mothers anticipate their baby’s 
birth by posting pictures of material goods associated with a baby, 
Fig. 4.2 
Motherly love meme. Translation: Sometimes I have changed an eye-
liner for dark circles . . . 
Straightened hair for a ponytail 
Crazy nights of parties for staying up all night taking care of my sick child
Stylish purses for a diaper bag 
I’m mom . . . and it doesn’t matter at all to me what I’ve left behind for the 
LOVE AND SATISFACTION of a ‘MOM, I LOVE YOU SO MUCH’
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sonograms, monthly updates of the size of the future mother’s belly and 
even humorous memes and cartoons relating to children.
In many countries pictures of expecting parents on social media 
anticipate the arrival of a new member of the family with much love 
and excitement. They express a period of time that carries with it a 
social significance. The pictures are not so much about the precise 
subject of the photograph – just how big the belly may be or the exact 
shape of the foetus in the sonogram – but what they represent: less the 
enjoyment of pregnancy than the excitement of preparing for a future 
child. In Alto Hospicio these photographs also communicate to the 
public their social positioning as parents (or soon- to- be parents), again 
with the aim of legitimating their status as trustworthy or not subject 
to suspicion.
As children are born and grow up, both mothers and fathers con-
tinue to post photographs of them. Often, as noted above, they include 
their children in their own profile pictures or cover images on Facebook. 
Young girls are often referred to as ‘mis princesas’ [my princesses] and 
young boys as ‘mis gordos’ [my fatties], always with a sense of pride. 
Indeed, in many families in Alto Hospicio a sense that young children 
can do no wrong exists in tension with the value placed on being ‘bien 
educado’ [well educated]. Rather than applying specifically to formal 
education, being ‘well educated’ is better demonstrated through good 
manners, using the formal ‘usted’ [you] instead of informal ‘tú’ when 
speaking with adults and in general using good grammar. While minor 
threats are often given, such as ‘no television while eating the meal if 
you won’t finish your dish’, these are usually empty, and children who 
come to appreciate this often ignore them. Yet young children are with-
out a doubt expected to behave well outside of the home:  They are 
expected to thank adults for meals or gifts and to play quietly in public. 
Children are valued as gifts,13 but their conduct, even when they have 
become adults, reflects on their parents. On social media mothers create 
posts expressing pride that their children are ‘good kids’ who respect 
and love their parents, while children express pride that their parents 
are a part of their lives.14 Such representations reflect positively on par-
ents as capable of raising good children and thus portray them as good 
citizens themselves.
Portraying oneself in a positive light on social media is especially 
important in Alto Hospicio because the small number of public spaces lim-
its the visibility of relationships. Both parents and adult children are able 
to represent their identification with a family- based lifestyle, and thus 
further authenticate themselves in the valued social scripts common in 
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Figs. 4.3 and 4.4 Photographs of pregnancy
SOC IAL MED IA IN NORTHERN CH I LE100
Alto Hospicio, through social media posts that demonstrate their familial 
connections clearly. Visible family connections work to strip away suspi-
cion, as there is an underlying assumption that parents are more trust-
worthy than individuals without children. Similarly, portraying oneself 
as a devoted child, a devoted parent or a parent who has raised well- 
educated and respectful children reinforces perceptions of individuals as 
valued community members and ‘good citizens’. And while all families 
have their own quarrels and internal family secrets, in Alto Hospicio the 
Fig. 4.5 New baby meme. Translation: Why hire a professional  
photographer if we can take [photos] ourselves. . .
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emphasis on family online truly seems to reflect the closeness and impor-
tance of family in daily life and behind closed doors.15
Social media sites of visibility
The centrality of private spaces to social life in Alto Hospicio means that 
in addition to familial relationships, romantic relationships and friend-
ships also gain visibility most prominently on social media. Padre Mateo 
explained to me that formal marriage is somewhat uncommon. Young 
people often remain unmarried because they perceive that tax benefits 
and government assistance to buy a home are actually accessed more 
easily when single. However, it is common for couples to cohabitate, 
even if in the home of one of their parents, and to have children together. 
While these arrangements are certainly public, at times changing their 
Facebook status from ‘pololo/ a’[boyfriend/ girlfriend] to ‘novio/ a’ [fian-
cé(e)] or ‘esposo/ a’ [husband/ wife] may be the most public expression 
of commitment.16 For example, when 22- year- old Giovanna became 
hospitalised a week before her planned marriage to Cristobal, they 
cancelled the wedding ceremony. More than two years later they still 
have not rescheduled, and their Facebook relationship statuses remain 
‘engaged’. For Giovanna and Cristobal, formal marriage is not as import-
ant as community recognition of their relationship. After having a child 
together and both moving in with Cristobal’s parents, there is little ques-
tion about the seriousness of the relationship. With the visibility of other 
aspects of their relationship, formal marriage is simply unnecessary.
Nicole and Martin have been a couple since high school; when 
I met them the relationship had lasted about six years. In 2013 both still 
lived with their respective parents and siblings, though they spent most 
nights together. Martin’s mother was quite critical of this arrangement 
and often chastised them, saying that they should not be spending the 
night before making a decision to get married. ‘That’s why we always 
stay at my house,’ Nicole told me. Eventually Martin’s mother began to 
wear them down; one evening in August, when they invited me for a 
dinner of home- made pizza, they told me they had started discussing 
marriage. Just a week later I  saw Nicole’s post on Facebook:  ‘Without 
signing a document, without giving a previous announcement and with-
out vows, we have made a promise.’ She uploaded a picture of the two 
wedding bands the couple had bought.
The two then began looking for an apartment, eventually finding 
one in the same complex as Nicole’s family. They adopted a dog together 
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and bought a car within the next year. They had a small ‘housewarm-
ing party’ in their apartment, with plenty of snacks and mixed rum and 
coke drinks, but that was the only official celebration of their new life 
together. Facebook was the most public announcement of their new 
commitment.
The importance of visibility is perhaps best illustrated by the 
moments in which its absence creates a rift. Iliana and Guillermo, both 
in their thirties, had been dating for a year and had become quite seri-
ous, moving in together in their own apartment only a few months after 
Fig. 4.6 The picture of rings that Nicole and Martin posted on their 
Facebook pages
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they began the relationship. However, for their one- year anniversary 
Guillermo was working at the mine, so they celebrated with a long video 
conversation using Skype. Around 11pm Guillermo told Iliana that he 
loved her and hung up in order to shower before his early bedtime. Iliana 
then decided to write a special message about him on her Facebook wall. 
‘One year ago my life changed. I  have smiled, laughed, and spent so 
many wonderful days hand in hand with the person I love. Thank you 
for changing everything, honey.’ Still early in the evening, she hoped 
Guillermo would see it and write a comment with a sweet message for 
her before going to sleep. Hours later, however, he had not even ‘liked’ 
the message.
I kept seeing our mutual friends like it and comment on it, and 
I  kept thinking, why hasn’t he? Did he fall asleep so early? So 
I waited until the next day and he still hadn’t even liked my mes-
sage! I had to wait until he got off work at 8:00 at night to talk to 
him again, and I felt a little silly but I asked him about it. He told 
me ‘Oh, I didn’t know it was about me.’ I  thought – how could it 
not be about you? Who else am I holding hands with? Who else do 
I call ‘honey’? So maybe it was silly, but I erased it and wrote a new 
message that said ‘It’s so sad when you write something from the 
heart and the person it is meant for doesn’t understand.’ Within 
two minutes he commented ‘If you tag the person they will know.’ 
I  thought that was so stupid! Obviously, it’s about you, but you 
want me to tag you anyway. Fine.
Iliana went on to tell me that since this incident she has tried to tag him in 
more posts, but it does not always occur to her naturally. She recounted 
another incident that occurred a few weeks after their anniversary.
I told him I was going to a party with some friends, and he asked 
if my ex would be there. I said yes, but that he has a new girlfriend 
too. I asked if he would feel more comfortable if I told my ex explic-
itly that I was in love with my new boyfriend, and he said, ‘Well, 
maybe if you put it on Facebook. And tag me.’
Clearly Guillermo abides by the ‘Facebook official’ rule, often espoused 
by friends of new couples, those who get engaged or even those announc-
ing a pregnancy. Nothing counts as ‘official’ until it is entered into the 
public record, as evidenced by its announcement on Facebook.
SOC IAL MED IA IN NORTHERN CH I LE104
Other couples seem to express their relationship more naturally 
on Facebook. Nicole and Martin, for example, regularly post pictures 
of themselves together, sometimes in matching clothing, other times 
kissing for the camera. Almost daily they post messages on each other’s 
walls expressing something along the lines of ‘I love you, my little piggy’ 
Fig. 4.7 This cartoon, shared by Giovanna while planning her wed-
ding, illustrates the ‘Facebook official’ mentality: ‘I now declare you 
husband and wife. You may now update your Facebook statuses.’
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or ‘Just a few hours without the love of my life and I miss you’. Not only 
does using common nicknames such as ‘chanchi’ [little piggy] communi-
cate a sense of intimacy directly to the other person, but the use of these 
terms of endearment also performs the intimacy of the relationship for a 
broader audience of social media users, serving to authenticate the rela-
tionship further in a public fashion.17
The story of Carlita and Alex (and his ex) demonstrates the other 
side of public visibility – a case in which unwanted visibility caused ten-
sion and jealousy. Alex and Carlita had been dating for several months 
when Carlita told me she was upset that Alex still kept in close contact 
with his ex- partner. She told me she trusted Alex, but was suspicious of 
his ex because she wrote to him ‘too much’ on social media.
A few times she would call, and I could tell he felt like he had to 
keep the conversation short, because he knew I was watching and 
listening. But she would also click ‘like’ for every picture he put on 
Fig. 4.8 A photo collage that Nicole shared featuring herself and Martin
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Facebook. She would comment and call him ‘sweetie’. And I could 
see she was sending him voice messages on WhatsApp all the time. 
I  mean, I  couldn’t say anything really, but it annoyed me. I  just 
thought, this woman that I  don’t even know, she’s disrespecting 
me, right in front of me. But if I  say anything I’m the crazy jeal-
ous girlfriend. But lately she hasn’t written anything, so it’s getting 
better.
For Carlita, part of the insult was that some of these messages were pub-
lic. While phone calls and WhatsApp messages were private, she would 
also comment in affectionate ways on Facebook. It was this other wom-
an’s presumption that it was acceptable to acknowledge publicly linger-
ing affection that was the most offensive to Carlita.
For Carlita, like most Hospiceños, the visibility of relationships is 
what legitimises them within the community. In fact, making relation-
ships visible on social media not only communicates something to the 
public of social media, it sometimes also has the ability to transform 
a more insecure type of relationship into an enduring one. In Carlita’s 
case, the visibility of Alex’s ex posting publicly gave an apparent pre-
cariousness to her relationship. Guillermo, on the other hand, hoped to 
solidify his relationship with Iliana through public posting, leaving no 
doubt in anyone’s mind (particularly her ex- boyfriend’s) that they were 
together. For Nicole and Martin, meanwhile, announcing their commit-
ment on Facebook served the role of a public wedding. In each of these 
cases visibility served not only to authenticate the relationship, but also 
to confirm that these relationships fit into the kinds of social scripts that 
seem natural within the community.
Performing relationships in absence
While performing relationships online is important for almost all fami-
lies and couples, social media becomes even more important in relation-
ships that must endure physical distance. Given the importance of mining 
in the area, and the shifts, often a week in length, that mining employ-
ees work, there are many people (mostly men) who spend extended 
periods away from home. In these situations it is particularly important 
for people to maintain romantic or family relationships through social 
media. Direct communication, through Facebook messenger, WhatsApp 
and even Skype, are important for maintaining a personal level of con-
nection during times of absence. Yet beyond personal communication of 
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updates on family life and daily expressions of love, the act of missing a 
person is important to perform publicly on Facebook as well.
This often manifests in a genre of posts that publicly state that one 
person is missing another. Many miners post a daily tally of number of 
days on their shift and days remaining, together with a mention of what 
they miss, such as ‘Today 5/ 7 – two more days until I see my honey and 
little munchkins’. Equally their partners, and at times their friends, sib-
lings or parents, post their desire to see the absent family member again. 
Many memes express this as well, being shared among miners and their 
families. One week when Guillermo left for the mine Iliana tagged him 
in a meme expressing her feelings about the upcoming week. ‘How I’m 
going to miss you my fatty . . . I hope the days pass quickly to be close to 
you. Have a great shift my love #ILoveYouToInfinity.’
Similarly when friendships become harder to maintain in person, 
they often shift to social media. When women in Alto Hospicio enter 
their twenties and thirties they often have young children, which means 
they are relatively house- bound, at least to an extent that many com-
plain about their inability to get out more often. Yet at this age they are 
Fig. 4.9 Meme shared among female friends. Translation: ‘Me!!! I’m 
crazy, difficult to understand, cold, loud and sometimes intolerant, and 
much more. But if you don’t accept the worst of my character, surely 
you don’t deserve the best of me. Unfortunately, not all women will 
copy this on their walls because they think they’re angels. Let’s see how 
many of my crazy friends will share it.’
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still more socially aligned with female friends. These younger women 
often post photo montages from months or even years past, depicting 
activities with friends, for instance a night out, cooking dinner together 
or going to the cinema. They tag their friends and write messages such as 
‘I have known my best friends for so long. They are always there for me, 
and they know I always have their backs. Thanks ladies!’ Others share 
memes expressing similar sentiment such as the one above (Fig. 4.9).
When 32- year- old Nina shared this particular meme, she accom-
panied it with the comment ‘That’s how we are!’ and tagged seven of her 
female friends. Each of the tagged friends, as well as a few other women 
who knew the group, commented on the status with lighthearted agree-
ment. This visibility among friends served to cement the group, and to 
express pride in the similarities of each other’s personalities.
In many ways the visibility of friendship and even romantic rela-
tionships online creates some obligations based on assumptions of rec-
iprocity. Hospiceños feel that it is important to reciprocate visibility in 
a relationship, whether a friendship or a romantic association, in order 
to maintain good relations. If a friend takes the initiative publicly to 
acknowledge the friendship online by posting a meme or photograph, 
writing on a friend’s wall or tagging friends in a post, they usually 
expect that those with whom they engage will equally acknowledge the 
relationship publicly. Different levels of obligation and visibility exist. 
In casual friendships, for instance, a mere ‘like’ of a status is sufficient, 
whereas for closer friends tagging, posting further memes or engaging 
in conversation in comments is expected.
Friendships between male peers involve their own types of recip-
rocal obligations, usually based around mocking humour rather than 
more frank expressions of solidarity. While it is rare for men to tag 
groups of friends in a single post that explicitly highlights their friend-
ship, men do tag their friends or share links on their Facebook walls per-
taining to their particular interests. These are usually accompanied by a 
sarcastic comment, which invites the recipient as well as mutual friends 
to continue commenting with sarcasm or other types of offensive but 
witty banter.18
For both men and women, friends demand attention offline and 
online. I witnessed or was told about quarrels due to neglect among both 
female and male friends. One member of the Red Foxes Motor Club was 
chastised by the whole group following his absence from several out-
ings after starting to date a new girlfriend. ‘It was fine when the group 
bothered me about it, but later my best friend wouldn’t return my calls. 
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I thought he was being a child, but he was really upset that I hadn’t seen 
him in weeks,’ he explained.
Other friends use social media subtly to express their disappoint-
ment in friends they perceive to be less than loyal. One woman told me 
that one of her best friends had recently become Facebook friends with 
her ex- boyfriend’s new girlfriend.
I was a little hurt. She was supposed to be my friend. I know she 
still sees my ex sometimes because they were friends even before 
we started dating. But it seemed funny she added this new girl. The 
next time I saw a meme about friendship, I made a point to share 
it and tag her. Not only to remind her how close we are, but also to 
show that girl, maybe she had my ex- boyfriend, but my girlfriends 
stay with me!
For groups of friends, interactions such as tagging, commenting and 
particularly joking through Facebook both strengthen the friendship, 
especially in times of absence, and also make visible these friendships – 
and thus how the friends are positioned in the community. Even when 
individuals are not able to see their romantic partner or friend in per-
son, the relationship can be maintained and made visible for purposes 
of authenticity through interactions on social media. This suggests that 
Hospiceños experience anxiety, jealousy and expectation, as well as 
comfort and trust in friendships, in much the same ways online as they 
do offline. For them online interaction is not just a pale reflection or a 
less authentic means of expressing relationships as compared to face- to- 
face interaction. Their emotional involvement demonstrates that there 
is little value in trying to separate offline and online aspects of their rela-
tionships; they are intertwined, and interactions in one mode develop 
from their interactions in the other.
Building trust on social media
While connections to family and romantic partners are important for 
gaining authenticity within the community, the visibility of these rela-
tionships is particularly important when meeting new people. The visi-
bility of other relationships can alleviate suspicion, particularly in new 
romantic situations. After Jhony described to me the online romance 
he had with the Brazilian woman, he told me that now he only pursues 
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women whom he meets through mutual friends, though this includes 
using Facebook. ‘It’s much better meeting a friend of a friend, because 
you know who they are. They are nearby and have the same interests. 
And you know they are real.’
Though he said he would not admit it to his friends, he continues 
to search for love online.
My friends do it too, even though they won’t admit it. Before it was 
Badoo. Now people use Facebook, and that’s almost as good as 
real life because you can find out so much about the person. If they 
don’t have many friends you get suspicious. But if you have friends 
in common there’s no reason to worry. 
Thirty per cent of survey respondents said that they had dated someone 
they met online, but almost none used applications or websites specifi-
cally designed for that purpose. Miguel, who also told me he occasion-
ally uses social media to meet women, further explained.
People don’t trust things like dating websites, or something like 
Tinder. You don’t know who the person is. You can’t see their 
friends, or really a profile on the application. But people trust 
Facebook. If you’re looking at someone on Facebook, you can see 
your mutual friends, and you can see where they are from and 
maybe their hobbies. So you get a sense of the person, who they 
really are. You know they’re not fake.
These young men feel that Facebook offers a much fuller representa-
tion of the person, and seeing an expanded profile allows the viewer to 
‘authenticate’ the person by seeing their social network – their family, 
friends, colleagues and acquaintances. To encounter a mutual friend 
or acquaintance in the person’s friend list reduces suspicion of artifice 
and increases confidence that the person is authentic – both ‘real’ in the 
sense that they are not using a fake profile, as well as similar in the sense 
that they are located in the same social sphere. On the other hand a short 
list of friends unknown to the user indicates a level of artifice to the pro-
file, signalling that perhaps the person is not to be trusted.
At times social media not only makes visible social networks, but 
also facilitates their expansion. More important than writing statuses, 
or even than posting photographs, memes, videos or links to websites 
of interest, relationships are fostered through the commenting in which 
people engage. It is not unusual to find a single sentence status update 
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that has more than 20 comments by Hospiceños. Many comments are 
positive and supportive. When a young woman posts a new profile pic-
ture, it usually receives comments from all of her close friends and rela-
tives expressing essentially the same thing: ‘Oh daughter/ niece/ friend/ 
cousin, you look so pretty and happy!’ When someone expresses a com-
plaint, for example neighbours playing music too loudly, comments 
usually range from ‘How annoying!’ to ‘Do you want to borrow my big 
speakers so you can show them your music is better?’ These comments 
generally serve a function of staying in contact and supporting friends 
and family, simply by reminding them that their Facebook friends are 
paying attention and care about them.
Others comment in humorous and mocking ways  – particularly 
male friends, as I  mentioned above. Alvaro, when returning to Alto 
Hospicio from visiting family in Santiago, wrote a one- word status mes-
sage:  ‘Travelling.’ The first comment was purely informational, asking 
‘From where to where?’ and Alvaro responded with an equally simple 
answer ‘Santiago  – Alto Hospicio’. But from there the conversation 
diverged.
Alvaro’s cousin: Did they inject you to travel?
Alvaro: I know asking will have negative consequences, but no. 
What kind of injections?
Alvaro’s cousin: Haha, all the animals when they travel, they have 
injections to sleep. Be careful, the fines are steep for animals that 
don’t get injected. Good luck on your trip!
After this initial exchange, 20 more comments appeared – from Alvaro’s 
other cousins, friends and even one friend’s mother. All played off the 
joke that he lacked certain ‘civilised’ attributes and should be treated 
like an animal while travelling.
This type of mocking language is similar to ritual insults such 
as ‘joning’ or ‘signifyin’ that linguists discuss for African American 
Vernacular English (AAVE) speech communities. When successful these 
language games demonstrate verbal skill (or in the case of Facebook or 
Twitter19 written language skill) and social status.20 The speakers and 
audience share the understanding that what is being said is open to 
evaluation for their skill with verbal play.21 Unlike AAVE ritual insults, 
however, in the context of Hospiceños on Facebook the ability to make 
a witty comeback is not necessary. As Alvaro demonstrated in his reply, 
he understood that it was an insult – ‘I know asking will have negative 
consequences’ – but this neither detracted from his response nor did it 
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negate the power of the original insult. Instead the meaning is nego-
tiated and then built upon in further comments, in a group effort that 
reinforces social ties. Furthermore, these exchanges build on local com-
mon knowledge (such as Alvaro’s cousin’s [incorrect] assumption that 
everyone would know that animals were injected to travel), which high-
lights the importance of community within these exchanges.22
It is also noteworthy that these exchanges take place in comments 
rather than in private messages. Such mockery is aimed not only at the 
subject of playful insult, but at a wider audience as well, playing on 
shared cultural knowledge.23 And in Alto Hospicio this humorous form 
of exchange almost always makes extensive use of Chilean language 
conventions, in another level of marking authenticity as a member of 
the language community. The ability for others to add to the joke, or 
even just respond with ‘hahaha’ creates a common space for people to 
converse in a playful way. In effect almost all commenting, whether 
explicitly positive or joking, serves to form cohesion, not just between 
the post writer and the commenter but among all those who comment. 
In the case of Alvaro, many of the people who commented did not know 
each other personally. Yet all played off one another to create a complex 
running joke among a wider social group.
This type of cohesion has impacts that extend beyond social media 
as well. Community is created not only by supporting friends, but also 
in the instances in which friends of friends begin to engage directly with 
one another. Several people told me that they first ‘met’ a friend by see-
ing their comments on a mutual friend’s Facebook posts. At times they 
might jokingly spar or build on one another’s mocking jokes within the 
space of Facebook comments. As Miguel put it:
If you have a friend and they write something funny, then you 
might comment. And then friends of friends  – people you don’t 
know – may see that comment, and then maybe you get into a dis-
cussion with that person. Eventually you see that you keep com-
menting on the same posts, and you’ll become Facebook friends. 
A few times this has happened to me, and then I end up at a party 
with that person, and it’s almost like we already are friends. After 
that we might do activities together, like really become friends.
Creating a semi- public dialogue, visible to friends of friends who often 
join in these joking exchanges, these individuals become first poten-
tial and then sometimes actual friends. In turn becoming Facebook 
friends leads them to engage in activities face to face, whether sharing 
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meals, playing sports, going out or any other number of leisure activi-
ties. Having more local acquaintances also helped in finding a new job, 
buying and selling used items online, or even in searching for potential 
partners.
Authentic citizenship online
Interactions on Facebook actively maintain relationships, communi-
cation and social ties in Alto Hospicio. Yet they also build community 
through creating new relationships. Social media posts serve as visual 
markers of these relationships, which then authenticate the relationship 
to others in the community. In a marginalised community, where sus-
picion often acts as a barrier to senses of citizenship connected to com-
munity belonging, this visibility is vital. It provides a way of ensuring an 
individual’s authenticity in order to develop trust.
When I  asked Hospiceños to send me ‘selfies’ to include in this 
book, not a single person sent me a picture alone without prompting. 
Men sent me photographs of themselves with friends, women with their 
children or nieces and nephews, and teens with their classmates. The 
message was clear:  individuals see relationships as more definitive of 
‘who they are’ than any form of individual self- expression. Even the 
selfie – often thought of as the ultimate example of self- centred perfor-
mance on social media – is in Alto Hospicio a way to represent the self 
as enmeshed in relationships with others. Each person may not con-
sciously decide to make their relationships visible in order to appear as 
an authentic character on social media, but they do actively judge others 
on these criteria, perpetuating the social script.
In family relationships (whether sanguine or fictive), romantic 
partnerships and friendships, Hospiceños publicly perform reciprocal 
interactions on social media. The importance they place on the visibil-
ity of each kind of these relationships online reflects the ways in which 
connections to other people in Alto Hospicio are a key part of what it 
means to be part of this community. Because relationships are import-
ant to maintaining the prevailing normativity of Alto Hospicio, these 
social scripts tend to reinforce the discourses of homogeneity that are 
clear in discussions of race and class (as discussed in Chapter 1), as well 
as gender (which Chapter  5 will explore). Thus the visibility of rela-
tionships online becomes a key component of the normativity of Alto 
Hospicio – not because there is any inherent connection between rela-
tionships and normativity, but because in this context both constitute 
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a performance of being an integrated member of the community and a 
‘good citizen’. Furthermore, as the practice of becoming friends with a 
mutual acquaintance makes clear, once an individual is authenticated 
as a member of the community he or she is trusted to be included in new 
social circles much more readily. In essence, social media acts as a con-
duit for building and sustaining relationships as a mode of reinforcing 
local norms, citizenship and the idea of community itself.
115
5
Work and gender: Producing  
normativity and gendered selves
One day while scrolling through postings I noticed a controversy brew-
ing on 31- year- old Omar’s Facebook wall. He had posted some text  – 
meant to evoke a mixture of sincerity and humour – about his vision for 
the future.
Searching:  for a woman who wants me to cook her lunch and 
clean the house. She is required to work, buy the food and treat 
me to drinks occasionally. Also maybe buy me an Xbox. Send me 
a message!
Several men posted supportive comments or ‘liked’ the post, but a few 
of Omar’s female friends and acquaintances wrote comments which 
accused him of being flaite, or scummy, for such a post. One complained 
about men in general: ‘Why do men think they can just be lazy and some-
one will take care of them? You’re perfectly capable of working. Time to 
go look for a job!’ To this other men responded that women were per-
fectly capable of working as well, yet no one complained when a woman 
moved in with a man and let him support her.
While this argument was not resolved in the comments on Omar’s 
Facebook wall, it does reveal some of the deep cultural assumptions 
that circulate in Alto Hospicio. These assumptions maintain that there 
is something of a symbiotic relationship between men and women. Men 
almost always work outside the home and women often maintain the 
daily functioning of the house. They clean, cook for the family, take kids 
to school, care for younger children, go to the utility offices to pay water, 
electricity, cable and telephone bills, and otherwise organise the daily 
life of the family. Men work long hours to ensure that there is sufficient 
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income to keep the home running. Women at times work outside the 
home as well, but when they are with a male partner these jobs are usu-
ally considered supplementary income.1 The daily lives of individuals, 
and thus their self- understandings, are deeply affected by this gendered 
division of labour.
Omar had recently quit his job at the mine due to chronic health 
problems aggravated by the high altitude of the mining operation and 
was considering other work options. I ate lunch with him and his mother 
Ximena one day, and over a bowl of rice and lentils she asked him, 
‘Gordo, what’s your plan for getting a job?’ He responded with frustra-
tion, listing some possibilities. Then he changed his tune. ‘Wait a min-
ute! Constanza [his sister] has never had a job. And she has two kids. You 
never ask her when she’s going to work. Why me?’ Ximena laughed and 
reminded him that Constanza had a fiancé who also worked at the mine 
and provided for her and her children. ‘And I need you to take care of 
me. I’m getting old!’ she added.
As previous chapters have shown, social scripts in Alto Hospicio 
are deeply laden with expectations of homogeneity – in terms of class, 
race, education, access to resources and even what is acceptable to show 
off. Yet gendered forms of normativity are just as deeply embedded in 
the social and economic lives of Hospiceños. Omar’s post demonstrates 
the ways that differences in expectations for women and men adhere 
to normative social scripts surrounding gender, sexuality, families and 
work. When Omar expressed his desire (whether sincere or ironic) to 
live outside of this norm, his expression was met with criticism. Most 
notably this criticism came primarily from women, suggesting that they 
did not see gendered normativity as an oppressive structure, but as 
something that was mutually beneficial.
These gendered expectations, which in part form notions of sexual 
citizenship, are closely tied to practices of work and labour, both within 
and outside of the home. Social media becomes a key ground on which 
these expectations are expressed, challenged and most importantly 
re inforced, regulating the boundaries of acceptable and unaccept-
able ways for men and women to behave. Social media provides both 
access to a world of examples of different gendered assumptions and an 
arena in which to test out other possibilities. But in Alto Hospicio social 
media is most often used as a stage for many individuals – both men and 
women, both young and old – to reinforce forms of gendered normativ-
ity and ‘good citizenship’ that have structured social life in Alto Hospicio 
and Northern Chile in recent decades.2
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Work and industry in Northern Chile
Since the Great North was incorporated into Chile after the War of the 
Pacific (1879– 83), its economic activity has always been defined by its 
natural resources: first nitrate, now copper and the Pacific Ocean ports 
that allow for a proliferation of international trade. Mining in particular 
is essential to not only the North, but to the nation as a whole, mak-
ing up 60 per cent of the nation’s exports and a large part of its GDP.3 
Scholarship on mining in Chile is plentiful, but almost always focuses 
on economic and environmental issues, particularly in relation to 
indigenous groups and corporate social responsibility.4 While these 
are important concerns, the impact of mining and what may be called 
the mining lifestyle on individuals’ daily lives and self- understandings 
should be equally important to anthropological analyses. Analysis of 
labourers’ personhood, the conditions in which they labour and even the 
structure of life outside of the workplace are of equally vital importance 
to understanding the reorganisation of the labour process within neo-
liberalism.5 The ways in which such work regimes intersect with gender 
and citizenship are of further importance in understanding normativity. 
The lens of social media allows us to appreciate how mining not only 
effects the environment and economic systems, but also people’s daily 
lives, interpersonal relationships, sense of identification and notions of 
what makes a ‘good’ Northern Chilean citizen.
Hospiceños suggest that about 25 per cent of male residents work 
in mining, many of whom also have several family members who work in 
the industry. Most mining employees spend 5, 7 or 12 consecutive days 
working 12- hour shifts. During these work periods they live in dormito-
ries at the mine. Social media is incredibly important for miners during 
these work weeks, providing key links between distant family members. 
Older miners use text messaging and increasingly WhatsApp to commu-
nicate with their families, while younger men keep up with their friends’ 
latest news on Facebook and use WhatsApp to communicate with girl-
friends and their parents. Many miners lament that the worst part of 
the job is feeling so far away from their friends and family. One miner 
even described life at the mine as being in an ‘asylum’. Yet many also say 
that the highlight of the job is the fact that their schedules allow them 
to spend a good deal of time with their families. When working 5, 7 or 
12 days at a time, miners are usually entitled to an equal number of free 
days, so rather than weekdays and weekends, life for mining families is 
often divided into weeks- on and weeks- off.
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Jorge and Vicky moved from Arica to Alto Hospicio with their 
two young children, Alex and Gabriela, in the mid- 1990s, so that Jorge 
would have a shorter weekly commute to his job as a mining machine 
mechanic. When Alex graduated from high school Jorge encouraged 
him to take a job at the same mine, and eventually Gabriela began dat-
ing their colleague José, also from Alto Hospicio. When I met them in 
2013 Jorge, Vicky, Alex, Gabriela, José and Samuel, Gabriela’s son from 
a previous relationship, all lived together in a large house in the cen-
tre of Alto Hospicio. The men’s shifts overlapped by a few days, so the 
house often filled and emptied like an hourglass. Jorge would leave on 
Monday night, then José on Tuesday and Alex on Wednesday. At times 
this coincided with Samuel’s father’s schedule of visits, and only Vicky 
and Gabriela would be left in the house. Then, as the new week began, 
one by one the men would return to the house, and the time that Vicky 
and Gabriela described as lonely and boring would become busy and 
lively.
Both miners and their families live in a sort of waiting game for 
weeks  off. In Vicky and Jorge’s family this means that, while the men 
work, the women try to accomplish as much in the home as possible. 
Mining companies pay sufficient salaries to enable the earnings of Jorge, 
Alex and José to support the extended family of six people. Vicky and 
Gabriela spend their week cleaning, doing laundry, shopping for food 
and household items, going to doctor appointments and working on 
home renovations. In their ‘down time’ the women watch telenovelas or 
children’s cartoons with Samuel. In the evenings they chat on Facebook 
with friends and family who live in other cities, as well as with their 
partners at the mine.
When the men arrive home from the mine the whole family enjoys 
time together, eating big meals and taking day trips to the beach in 
Iquique. With half of the family away half of the time, multi- generational 
families like this usually prefer to live all together. Vicky, in particular, 
likes having everyone in the same house because her parents and sib-
lings live in Arica, about five hours away. ‘If we lived in separate houses 
I would be lonely during the men’s shifts. I’d rather have my daughter 
and her family here in the house, to keep it lively. If no one’s around 
there’s not even a good reason to cook for myself,’ Vicky told me.
This arrangement contributes to a sense of matriarchy in the house. 
Because Vicky is always there and her husband often is not, there is an 
overwhelming sense that she is in charge. She manages the finances and 
is not afraid to ask Alex and José for contributions. She is often the one 
who makes sure that Samuel goes to school and has his homework done. 
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She does the cooking, but also directs conversation at the table during 
lunch, the biggest meal of the day. She is a kind and joking women, often 
calling Alex, José and Gabriela by pet names, but there is an unmistak-
able sense that she is a woman who should not be crossed.
Of course not all families are so structured by a mining work- 
schedule, but the division of labour within the other families is remark-
ably similar. Men most often work in manual labour industries and 
women care for the home. At times women also work in service industry 
jobs, but they generally still take the majority of the responsibility for 
the home, even when working in the paid labour force as well. Many 
people take jobs in Iquique, particularly at regional offices, at the port 
or in the Zofri mall. However, it is important for women in particular to 
work closer to home, so that they can be present for big family lunches, 
continue to manage day- to- day life in the house, and ensure everyone in 
the family is organised for their own activities.
The landscape of commerce in Iquique thus greatly impacts the 
types of work that both men and women take. While Alto Hospicio 
is a sizeable city, the physical spaces of commerce are quite limited. 
Those that do exist are almost all small, family- owned businesses (the 
supermarkets and home improvement store being the only exceptions). 
Indeed, the majority of commerce that takes place in Alto Hospicio hap-
pens in small family- owned almacenes [corner stores] or the market 
stalls of the Agroferia [outdoor market]. While the markets have official 
administration, vendors pay rent for their assigned stalls and there is 
even a small fee for customer parking, the overall feeling of the place 
is one of informality. Prices may be haggled, for anything from a head 
of lettuce to a used smartphone or sweater. One can find kitchen wares, 
cleaning products, children’s toys, small furniture, new and used cloth-
ing, power tools, key copiers, cameras, phones, used stereos, pet mer-
chandise and all manner of food products mixed among the stalls.
Shopping in the Agro market remains a normal task for 
Hospiceños, but Facebook is becoming an alternative to this type of 
commerce. Used products including furniture, baby- related goods, 
clothing and even cars are constantly being bought and sold on 
numerous Facebook pages with names such as ‘Everything for Sale – 
Alto Hospicio’. With no local exchange websites such as Craigslist 
or Gumtree, or even the availability of eBay or Alibaba for purchas-
ing international goods, Facebook takes their place, as well as par-
tially encroaching on in- person commerce in the ferias. While most 
Hospiceños use these sites to sell the occasional older television or out-
grown baby accessories, some entrepreneurs create Facebook profiles 
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for their small retail businesses which function entirely through the 
site. These entrepreneurs are largely women who capitalise on inter-
net commerce in order to maintain a business without neglecting 
their usual tasks in the home.
Even as new forms of labour emerge in Alto Hospicio, work in the 
city remains quite distinct for men and women. Normative social scripts 
often incorporate these differing forms of work; in addition, notions of 
normative femininity and masculinity are often deeply tied to the kinds 
of work in which women and men engage. As individuals post about their 
work, it is clear not only that men and women overwhelmingly labour in 
different manners, but also that they incorporate these different forms 
of labour into their self- understandings. The ways that representations 
of both work and gendered expression become visible on social media 
allows for further reinforcing their prevalence.
Work and masculinity
Men’s work in Alto Hospicio tends to be in industries traditionally 
labelled ‘masculine’, often revolving around manual labour and skilled 
crafts. Other than mining, many men work at the docks in the Zofri port, 
in construction, as drivers of taxis or shipping vehicles, or as electricians 
or mechanics. These types of work are often central to men’s sense of self 
and are shared with great pride. On Facebook men post memes declar-
ing the value of their profession and the importance it carries in their 
daily lives.
These men, who dedicate long hours to manual labour, often view 
work not as something that takes away from other preferable activities, 
but as something integral to the way that they understand their lives. 
One cargo truck driver posted a photo that expressed his pride in being 
a driver – an idealised picture of a truck against a sunset overlaid with 
the text, ‘This is not my job, this is my life.’
One miner expressed a similar sentiment through a piece of text 
shared as a photograph on his wall, titled ‘What is a miner?’ where he 
tagged all of his workmates. The photo seemed to be taken of text that 
was printed out on a white sheet of paper and posted on the wall in a 
work place. Of course it is hard to tell if this photograph was taken at 
this miner’s own workplace or had been extensively passed as a meme 
on social media before he posted it. It could have easily been used to 
describe work in a number of professions. Nonetheless the miner felt it 
had particular salience for him and his line of work.
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What is a worker? A worker is that man that gives his life for his 
family. It is he that leaves his family and goes far in order to give 
them a much better future. That man that is honest and honour-
able, it is he that doesn’t have Christmas, New Years, nor holidays, 
that doesn’t celebrate his own birthdays nor those of his loved 
ones. That doesn’t know summer from winter, because all the days 
are the same. It is he that like a national flag is washed with rain 
and dried in the sun. He is that man that doesn’t see the birthdays 
of his children, but always shows their pictures proudly saying 
“This is my son or my daughter!” His work is anonymous, but his 
feat is immortal. The doctors cure sicknesses, the architects build, 
the teachers teach, and I as a WORKER offer the most humble that 
I have. A LIFE FAR FROM HOME.
It is no surprise that miners develop a strong occupational identity. 
Isolation and group solidarity, combined with the history of the labour 
movement in the area, provide a context in which identification with this 
particular form of work is almost essential for mental health. Miners’ 
experience of collective socialisation, high interdependence, physical 
proximity, physical boundaries, isolation and danger often contribute 
Fig. 5.1 Meme depicting identification at work. Translation: ‘This is 
not my job. This is my life’
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to strong work subcultures.6 While Hospiceño men’s work may not be 
glamorous, it remains a source of pride and is central to identification 
and self- understanding.
While work is often integral to men’s identification, part of this 
involves complaining about it. One of miners’ biggest complaints is 
separation from their families and the physical distance between work 
and home. Many miners post a daily tally of days completed of their 
shift and days remaining, such as ‘Today 5/ 7’. Others post memes that 
explicitly communicate a desire to go home. Almost all post Facebook 
messages on their partners’ or family members’ walls telling them 
that they miss and are thinking of them. One man even posted photo-
graphs of snow in the Altiplano on his girlfriend’s Facebook wall, with 
the message ‘I’m cold!’ in an effort to share daily challenges. These 
types of posts allow the workers to share their daily lives with absent 
individuals.
Fig. 5.2 Meme depicting frustration with work. Translation: ‘Fucking 
shift, I want to go down [to home]’
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In their time away from their families, however, men also create 
lives at the mine that are not just centred on their labour. They make 
friends and entertain themselves in ways that allow them to feel some-
thing beyond simply being a worker, making their shifts not just ‘time 
away’, but an important part of their social lives as well.
Mining is perhaps the most obvious example, but many other lines 
of work are spaces almost exclusively made up of men. This contributes 
to worksites being characterised as overall masculine spaces, in which 
workers often incorporate a joking ‘locker room’ type attitude. One 
young man described the attitude as ‘mariconeo’ or ‘faggy’. He told me, 
‘Everyone goes around doing things really gay. Joking, touching each 
other’s asses. Bothering each other, like playing pranks on one another. 
Because it’s seven days without your family. You get bored. You invent 
ways to amuse yourself. Everyone hugs. Just jokes.’
Fig. 5.3 Photographs from the mine. ‘I’m cold’
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Fig. 5.5 Photograph from the mine. Miners working in masks for 
Halloween
Fig. 5.4 Photograph from the mine. ‘At work with my compañeros,  
a good group!’
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Another young man described a common joke, which he called 
‘the Titanic’. ‘If you ever find your friend at the edge of something. Like 
if there’s a gate, or a railing that they are looking over, you just go up 
behind him and say “do the Titanic”, and then spread your arms out. 
Like Leonardo on the boat.’ He told me that most of his friends think it is 
funny and play along, but a few are annoyed and get angry.
This form of joking, often referred to as weando in Chilean Spanish, 
carries a connotation of immaturity and is often contrasted with a more 
serious life outlook. Alex told me this is even part of a common saying 
at the mine.
Fig. 5.7 A meme illustrating ‘the Titanic’ position
Fig. 5.6 Photograph from the mine. Miners celebrate a colleague’s 
birthday in the recreational restaurant at the mining site
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De la garita pa adentro From inside the gate
Anadamos weando  We go around joking
De la garita pa abajo  From outside the gate
Somos personas educadas. We are educated people7
‘It means in the mine, we mess around with each other. But in the city, 
we all say hello to each other, “hello how are you?” more formal. They 
are two different lifestyles, and we act accordingly.’ Yet, as the memes 
above demonstrate, social media allows for some mixing of the two 
lifestyles. Despite the physical distance between home and work, social 
media provides a conduit for workers to have a piece of home while at the 
Fig. 5.8 Translation: ‘Titanic, and an unforeseen problem’
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mine, as well as enabling them to continue joking with friends, acting as 
another form of masculine space while in the city. While the spaces of 
home and work – particularly for miners – are mutually exclusive and 
circumscribed, social media allows them to mix the two, thereby mixing 
their different manners of formal interaction and weando.
While this sort of joking masculinity is primarily reserved for work, 
or at least work friends, men also perform specific sorts of masculinity as 
part of their families. Men often post explicit philosophies about being a 
man. These position them as being in charge, the provider of resources 
or the saviour of the family. One popular meme declares: ‘Man is not one 
that abandons the ship leaving his family to drift. Man is he who takes 
the problems on his own and his family on his shoulders and rows so the 
boat doesn’t go down.’
Although this meme uses a metaphor of rowing a boat, this form 
of manual work stands in for others forms such as mining, construction 
or even office employment that keeps a family ‘afloat’. Most men see it as 
their duty to support the family financially and, as comments on Omar’s 
post confirm, many women are complicit in, or even actively support, 
this conception of men’s duty to work. Both men and women see work 
as integral to men’s self- identification or the ways in which they express 
who they are to a larger audience. While men often complain about their 
long shifts at the mine, they also speak of their jobs with great pride 
and see their work as an important contribution to the family. Many 
Hospiceños confirm these men’s contributions are ways of caring for a 
family, just as important as women’s caring through emotional labour.
Women’s work
While many men work in trades in which their interactions are primarily 
with other workers, women’s work is often more geared toward inter-
action with clients. In performing jobs working with children, the elderly, 
in Iquique’s casino, supermarkets, small shops or in customer service for 
a local business, women also incorporate their work into notions of self- 
understanding. In fact, they are often just as adamant about expressing 
the importance of their work as men are. Michelle, a pre- school educa-
tor, always becomes very offended when she is considered anything less 
than a trained professional. On a number of occasions when referred to 
as a parvularia [along the lines of a ‘preschool worker’], she would take 
time to explain that she was actually an educadora de parvulario [‘a pre-
school educator’] and all that the job entails. She would even vent this 
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frustration on Facebook at times, explaining to the potentially massive 
audience of social media all of the education and background training 
necessary for her career.
Many other women work as part of a family business. Because Alto 
Hospicio hosts so few chain businesses, family- owned corner shops, 
butcher’s shops, pet shops, restaurants and various other service busi-
nesses proliferate. Women’s labour in these areas is considered essential 
to the operation and longevity of the business. While such work is not 
necessarily closely connected to women’s self- understanding, it is part 
of their family involvement which is central to their identification.
Yet the majority of women over 40, and plenty of younger women, 
do not identify closely with their work outside of the home. Most women 
who take paid employment work in jobs paid by the hour, for instance in 
supermarkets, small corner shops, the mall at Zofri or as cleaning pro-
fessionals.8 These jobs are usually considered as supplementary income 
for the family, and are often thought of as temporary. Women may work 
a few months at a supermarket, but if the family decides to remodel part 
of the house, or if a relative becomes ill, they are likely to leave their job 
outside the home in order to dedicate time to these other matters. When 
the project concludes or the relative recovers, they might begin to look 
for work again, perhaps taking a job as a cleaner at an Iquique hotel.
As social media gains popularity in Alto Hospicio, many women 
see Facebook as an opportunity for a side business. Women often sell 
prepared lunches from their homes, taking orders through Facebook 
and WhatsApp, or have online retail businesses selling everything from 
imported handbags to sex toys. Usually they open a separate Facebook 
page for these businesses, though the proprietor usually makes sure to 
post announcements on their personal account. While these business-
women hope for longevity for these online stores, they are equally seen 
as ‘supplementary’ rather than essential income for the family.
In July 2014 Maritza launched a new business, Sexo Escondido 
[Hidden Sex]. She ordered a set of sex toys, including aphrodisiac pills, 
vibrators, lubricants, handcuffs and massage oil from a company in 
Santiago. She then created a Facebook page, posting photographs and 
describing the products, offering complete anonymity to customers, 
though the ‘likes’ on the Sexo Escondido Facebook page remained public. 
She sent invitations from the page to her friends (including her siblings, 
parents, aunts and uncles). She also made sure to request friendship 
from the bar in Alto Hospicio, as well as other local businesses, such as a 
pastry shop and a handbag sales outlet, that operated primarily through 
Facebook.
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She told me that she thought there would be a lot of interest in an 
online sex shop. Her rationale was that the sex shop in a prominent neigh-
bourhood in Iquique had been in business for years, but Alto Hospicio had 
nothing like it. She liked the fact that Facebook provides a bit of secrecy 
for people who may not be comfortable publicly buying sex products.
Several months later, when I  asked Maritza about the business 
again, she told me that she had not sold many products. She remained 
hopeful, though, because there are not many businesses in Alto Hospicio. 
She knew that she had a strong base of friends, acquaintances and other 
community members in Alto Hospicio who would be eager to support a 
neighbour rather than someone unknown to them. She still had her day 
job, working as a cashier in a local supermarket, but the family relied 
primarily on her husband’s income.
I don’t worry about selling things quickly, because I have another 
job. And David [her husband] has a good job. It’s more just for fun. 
If it takes a while to sell, that’s fine. More than anything, I  just 
thought it would be nice for the city to have something like this. 
For people to be able to buy without going to Iquique, and from a 
community member.
Commerce such as Maritza’s sex shop and other Facebook- based busi-
nesses takes place without the kinds of bureaucratic oversight to which 
formal shops or even stalls in the Agro market are subject. They are usu-
ally presented as hobbies or fun pursuits rather than business or ‘work’. 
Yet they are also spoken of as vital to the community. Maritza frames her 
business as fulfilling a need in the community, thus it further functions 
as a form of service rather than simply a means of making extra money.
Her thoughts are reflected in general perceptions of local busi-
nesses. Most people do not see them as advertising to make more money, 
but rather as making their ability to fulfil needs visible – again conceived 
as something of a symbiotic relationship with their clients. As institutions 
(in this case corporations rather than the government) have left the city 
without more structured means of exchange, individuals and small groups 
take responsibility for creating services. Regulations are left aside, and 
the economic relationship is seen as mutually beneficial in Alto Hospicio.
This attitude is particularly relevant for food delivery businesses. 
Much like the paucity of commercial retail outlets in Alto Hospicio, the 
restaurant sector is small. There are dozens of small lunch restaurants, 
about ten Chinese or sushi restaurants, two fried chicken fast- food chain 
locations and one pizza delivery service. For a city of almost 100,000 
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people, however, this leaves quite a bit scope to sell more prepared food. 
Plenty of families operate fast- food type pick up services out of the front 
room of their home, serving completo hot dogs and salchipapas – a mix-
ture of fried potatoes and bite- sized pieces of hot dogs. Other family 
businesses, usually run by women, find success creating a pre- order 
and delivery service through their Facebook pages. Home- made sushi 
delivery businesses at times seem to dominate my Facebook newsfeed. 
In these businesses the owner will publish the daily or weekly specials 
on the page, allowing customers, with several days’ anticipation, to 
place their orders, and to specify the time that they would like the sushi 
delivered. On the day of operation the owner will create large batches 
of home- made sushi, such as rolls with tuna or salmon, avocado, cream 
cheese and rice, and then send a family member for delivery along with 
the small cups of soy sauce and sweet teriyaki.
These businesses are so closely associated with women’s labour 
that when Gonz and his brother Victor started their sushi delivery busi-
ness they listed it on Facebook as ‘Ana’s sushi’, using Gonz’s wife’s name. 
Gonz explained:
I thought people would trust it more with a woman’s name, you 
know? And Ana helps with taking the orders or putting together 
the boxes, so it’s not really wrong. But I  always think it’s funny 
when we see a customer and they talk to her like she runs every-
thing. I just stay quiet and smile.
Gonz had the idea to start the delivery business after a major earth-
quake, when the highway to Iquique was cut off. He often mentions that 
he does not even like sushi himself, but saw that it was becoming pop-
ular in Alto Hospicio so learned how to make it by watching YouTube 
videos. Then he put in a Chilean spin.
Chileans like rich food. They like hot dogs with lots of mayonnaise, 
so much mayonnaise it’s overflowing . . . so I tried to make sushi 
more Chilean, with lots of cream cheese, with avocado and lots of 
sugar in the rice. And the panko fried rolls are the most popular, 
without a doubt. So now people in Alto Hospicio can get exactly the 
kind of sushi they like, without having to go to Iquique. I make it 
easier for everyone.
Customers enjoy the convenience of delivery, but also see it as a way to 
support local businesses. For local entrepreneurs such as Gonz or Maritza, 
these Facebook businesses allow them to supplement other income by 
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opening food businesses informally; thus avoiding the bureaucracy asso-
ciated with having an official restaurant licence. The ability to set their 
own hours or only open sporadically also allows families to maintain 
primary jobs, travel or devote time to other pursuits, attending to the 
business only when they want or need to, depending on demand. In such 
a way these entrepreneurs, usually women, positioned themselves not 
only as caretakers of the family, but also as caretakers of the community.
While women often say that they enjoy administering these 
types of businesses, it is clear that they are not central to their self- 
understanding – despite the labour they put into these operations, they 
continue to report their occupations as homemaker or nonworking. 
Yesenia, who works part- time for the municipality and often volun-
teers even more time to organise community events, told me several 
Fig. 5.9 A sushi advertisement. Translation: ‘Don’t know what to 
make for lunch??? Don’t worry, at Sushiland Alto Hospicio we have the 
solution. Order your delicious sushi and surprise your family!! We have 
20 pieces hot fried in panko, 10 pieces wrapped in scallion, 10 pieces 
with sesame!! With different fillings like shrimp, chicken, onion, basil 
and cream cheese. Make your reservation by inbox or call!!’
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Fig. 5.10 Photographs of party decorations. ‘Decorating a party for 
my little princess’
times that she was ‘unemployed’. Her Facebook page, like those of many 
middle- aged women, focuses on her family and community involve-
ment. These women position themselves as mothers, grandmothers, 
cooks, organisers and managers. Most women’s postings revolve around 
family and friends, or creative activities that contribute to the home.
Family is very important to most Hospiceños. It often acts as a 
source of validation (see Chapter 4), as well as acting as a group with 
whom resources are shared and which is the centre of social life. Many 
young women, shortly after completing high school, begin their adult 
lives as mothers, and their Facebook posts proudly show off the latest 
pictures of their children. However, identifying as a mother involves 
more. It is often the creative work involved in being a good mother, and 
thus a ‘good citizen’ that becomes a focus of attention on social media. 
Pictures of activities with children and craft projects often dominate 
young mothers’ Facebook walls. At times they upload dozens of photos 
WORk aND GENDER :  PRODUC ING NORmaT IV I T Y aND GENDERED SELVES 133
showing off not only their child’s birthday party, but also the lengths 
to which they have gone to decorate, organise and hold the party. Of 
course birthday parties are not everyday occurrences, and the mundane 
details of life, such as taking care of the home, are also displayed on 
social media.
As children grow up, some women feel their primary purpose in 
life has changed and begin directing their energies towards business 
pursuits, as discussed above, or more involvement in the community. 
Such women often post status updates announcing community events, 
expressing their pleasure at events’ success or share pictures of their 
own involvement. Yesenia often posted photos of events she helped to 
organise for elderly people in the community, such as the beauty pag-
eant for older women shown below.
While these posts in some ways serve to demonstrate normative 
notions of interacting in a strong community, they also serve as a form 
of identification for the women who post them. Though their children 
Fig. 5.11 Instagram of shopping trolley. ‘Today, in the supermarket’
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Fig. 5.12 Photographs of community activities. ‘They are our queens! 
Congratulations to all of the older adults of our city . . . And thanks! 
They don’t know how they give me energy!’
may be grown, these activities keep the women active and, as Yesenia 
suggests, give them energy.
Of course not all women are able to rely on income from men’s 
wages, whether that of their father, brother, husband or son. Although 
formal marriage is uncommon, separating from a partner with whom an 
individual shares a child often completely rearranges the daily lives of 
both women and men.9 If young people leave the family home to estab-
lish their own house with their partner, they often return after a break 
up. Local priest Padre Mateo confirmed this trend, suggesting that in 
part young people do not like to get married because they do not see 
their relationships as permanent, even when they have children with 
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their partner. Instead, women in particular think of their natal family as 
the keystone of their family life.
For single mothers, support from the natal family is not always 
sufficient to maintain their own families. While some women get by 
working at a supermarket or cleaning homes, with financial assistance 
from their parents or siblings, others need to seek employment consid-
ered more serious and permanent. Many of these women work in office 
settings in Iquique, leaving their children alone or with family after 
schooltime; others even work in food service or cleaning in the mining 
industry. Though working at a mine provides the best source of income 
by far, it requires week- long shifts away from the family – something 
many Hospiceños considered much harder for a woman than a man. 
‘Because it’s one thing for a man to be out of the house all the time, 
but for a woman it’s harder,’ one male heavy machine operator told 
me. Many women also complain about sexual harassment in the min-
ing operations, because they only make up about 10 per cent of the 
workers.
Many male miners seem to feel a certain sense of pity about women 
who work at the mine. Their sympathy reflects both the women’s own 
alienation from life at the mine as well as the perception others have of 
the life circumstances that compel women to work in the mining indus-
try. One male mine electrician told me, ‘Generally, if [women] are work-
ing up here, they need a good salary. Most of the women I know, if they 
go to work cleaning, it’s not that they like it; it’s that they live alone, or 
they have kids and need to support them. So they take advantage of the 
opportunity for a good salary.’ For these women, as for many men, sal-
ary is more important than lifestyle and enjoyment of work. It is viewed 
as a noble sacrifice to make for the family.
While, on one hand, the ways that men and women treat work 
differently suggests gendered imbalances in the community, most peo-
ple value work within the home as a legitimate form of labour.10 Such a 
belief contributes to the sense of how men and women work symbioti-
cally to balance different types of necessary labour, rather than one rely-
ing on the other completely. The normativities associated with types of 
gendered labour are strong, but many women still often feel empowered 
and exercise this social power within both the family and the commu-
nity. While social scripts about gender thus prescribe particular ways for 
men and women to labour, relate to their families and friends and even 
express themselves in public, social media reveals how these scripts are 
usually met without contention.
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Gender, work, pleasure
Because work is usually naturalised as either feminine or masculine, 
labour and gender tend to reinforce one another in individuals’ self- 
understandings. A  miner who sees himself as masculine will high-
light the masculine aspects of his work, thus reinforcing both pride 
in his job and using work- related behaviours to reinforce his sense 
of masculinity. A  woman who enjoys working with young children 
will emphasise the emotional aspects of interactions as the highlight 
of her job, thus calling upon a typically ‘feminine’ characteristic of 
the work  –   emotional labour11  – as the reason she identifies deeply 
with the job. This is, of course, mutually reinforcing. What is always 
already assumed to be masculine or feminine makes the person who 
performs the act feel more masculine or feminine, and becomes rein-
scribed in discourse as precisely that which constitutes femininity or 
masculinity. This is because, as most contemporary theory on gen-
der emphasises, gender is not something inherent in a person, but 
a socially determined concept. Gender is actively created through 
various forms of self- expression, behaviours and even unconscious 
actions that are slowly learned throughout a lifetime along the lines 
of dominant social scripts.12 These aspects and actions of individuals, 
taken together and in the context of other individuals’ self- expression, 
create the impression that gender differences in personality, interests, 
character, appearance, manner and competence are ‘natural’. The 
gendering of work that is apparent in Alto Hospicio reinforces this 
appearance of naturalness.13 As most jobs are primarily held by either 
men or women, and these divisions by and large fall along the lines of 
historical gendered division of labour, it is easy to see the boundaries 
as natural – even though in other situations or contexts, work may be 
divided differently.14 Gender is not simply an aspect of work, but is 
constructed through the work itself.15
Work then contributes to a broader sense of gendered normativity, 
in which the aspects of labour – usually wage earning manual labour for 
men, and supplementary emotional labour for women – correspond to 
overall typifications of men and women. Workers of both genders are 
more likely to accept, or even to be proud of, their labour identity when 
it allows them to enact gender in a way that is satisfying.16 Thus it is not 
surprising that social media expressions about work often reinforce the 
aspects of work that men and women find most satisfying or worthy of 
pride. Men portray their work as requiring a tough exterior (‘it’s cold’) 
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and elements of sacrifice (‘A worker is that man that gives his life for his 
family’), but also is made tolerable through the sort of camaraderie typi-
fied by the immature laddish humour among friends of weando. Women 
portray their work as forms of emotional care, often using creativity for 
the benefit and enjoyment of others (particularly young children or the 
elderly), and through their work strengthen the bonds of family and 
community.
The economy of Alto Hospicio and workplace relations have cre-
ated something of a ‘separate but equal’ mentality about gendered 
labour. Yet the implications for these gendered expectations have 
effects that reach far beyond the workplace (whether that is away 
from or within the home). These divisions in many ways structure 
a kind of gendered citizenship in which being a trusted member of 
the community relies on following gendered social scripts related to 
labour. Though these self- understandings may not be entirely con-
scious or explicitly articulated, they inform actions. Because these 
expressions are usually implicit rather than explicit, simply asking 
often does not elicit clear explanations of these gendered identifica-
tions. However, social media is one visible way in which they became 
manifested.
The types of gendered expression apparent in the division of 
work also become manifested in men’s and women’s general styles of 
expression on social media. As evident in the previous chapter, the ways 
in which men and women relate to their friends of the same gender is 
often different: men assume joking, sarcastic tones, while women post 
emotionally charged memes aimed at their female friends or children. 
Similarly, when men and women post about the types of activities that 
give them pleasure, they continue to follow the dichotomy of manual 
and emotional labour.
Many men spend a great deal of time posting memes, pictures and 
status updates related to vehicles. Motorcycles, cars, trucks and jeeps 
are relatively cheap, either purchased new from Zofri or used from other 
traders in the area, so they are well within most families’ means. Yet 
rather than presenting vehicles as consumer goods, they are usually 
portrayed as a site of (pleasureful) work. Gelber writes that at the turn 
of the twentieth century in the United States, the typical middle- class 
man began taking over home chores previously done by professionals. 
This shift happened without cultural resistance because ‘household 
construction, repair and maintenance were free from any hint of gender 
role compromise.’17 Particularly in Northern Chile these realms corres-
pond to the types of manual labour the majority of men do for wages, 
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Figs. 5.13 and 5.14 Photographs of work or modifications on vehicles
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thus their theoretical market value gives them masculine legitimacy. 
Framing these activities as being performed for the family’s benefit 
reasserts this already strong conception of masculinity. Photographs of 
vehicles on Facebook rarely simply show off the car; they usually portray 
a modification, such as special lighting, or the process of work, such as 
engine maintenance.
While some women are part of this ‘car culture’, and are usually 
welcomed by men, it remains clear that they are women participating 
in something masculine, rather than their presence serving to make the 
cultural form more feminine. The meme below, which suggests, ‘Just 
because she loves cars doesn’t mean she is less feminine’, seemingly com-
plicates the gendered association between cars and masculinity. Yet it 
only posits jeopardy for femininity, suggesting that the overwhelming 
masculinity of cars could be powerful enough to de- feminise a woman. 
Though it rejects this postulation, the meme (and thus we might assume 
those who share it) never question the association between masculin-
ity and vehicles, as might a phrase such as ‘Just because men like cars 
doesn’t mean they are any less masculine’. Instead, because the activities 
associated with cars corresponded to the types of manual labour that are 
part of jobs heavily populated by men, the association with masculinity 
remains unchallenged.
Similarly, men’s enactment of family- related tasks is often framed 
as a welcome helpful hand. One meme, depicting a man decorating a 
cake, suggests, ‘Just because you help your woman in her work does 
not make you less of a man. On the contrary, it makes you a unique 
and great man’ (see Fig.  5.16). This meme, similarly, does not ques-
tion ‘woman’s work’ as being based in the home and taking care of a 
family. Instead it reassures men that ‘helping’ is not enough to erase 
their masculinity; rather their masculinity is so deeply instilled that 
doing something deemed feminine simply reaffirms one’s status as a 
‘great man’.
These memes, which reference forms of labour associated with 
another gender, further suggest that, while types of work for men 
and women are naturally different, there is no shame in doing work 
that pertains to the other. Yet in reaffirming individuals’ ability to 
cross gendered work lines, these memes reinforce the idea that this 
line indeed exists. That which is naturally ‘feminine’ about women 
and ‘masculine’ about men cannot be erased through their individual 
behaviours or hobbies.
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Fig. 5.16 Meme depicting gender assumptions. Translation: ‘Because 
you help your woman in her work doesn’t make you less of a man. On 
the contrary, it makes you a unique and great man’
Fig. 5.15 Meme depicting gender assumptions. Translation: ‘Just 
because she loves cars doesn’t make her less feminine’
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Normativity and sex(uality)
Memes that depict a man doing ‘women’s work’ or a woman pursuing 
‘men’s interests’ actually serve to strengthen gendered assumptions. 
In many ways expressions of sexuality on social media also strength-
ened the connections between manual labour for men and emotional 
labour for women. This appears most explicitly in reference to men’s 
work, as again they identify more closely with their paid labour than 
women. This was especially true for men working in the mines, because 
expression of their sexuality is constrained while at work. Given the 
90/ 10 per cent gender division, and rules that prohibit women from 
entering men’s dormitories and vice versa, the miners I  spoke with 
described heterosexual activity at the mine as a complicated feat. They 
suggested homosexual relations could be slightly easier, but public bath-
rooms and shared dormitories did not make it particularly easy. Instead 
pornography was widely thought of as a substitute for sexual inter-
course. As one male mining mechanic jokingly put it, ‘There’s a micro- 
traffic in porn at the mine, and it’s shameful on a world scale.’ Social 
media is key to these exchanges, with individuals trading short videos 
via their mobile phones. Another young man who drives large vehicles 
carrying mining extract explained that ‘for every worker, they have 
20 friends in the city who send them stuff too’, whether music, amusing 
videos or pornography. ‘And no one is ashamed’, he concluded. Though 
the mechanic described the prevalence of pornography as shameful, he 
did so in a sarcastic way, actually reinforcing the driver’s point that no 
one is ashamed of it. While in other situations the prevalence of porno-
graphy might be considered inappropriate, within the mining context it 
was accepted as a natural alternative to actual sexual relations.
Indeed there is little shame for men who express sexual desires 
and frustration about their inability to fulfil them while at the mine, 
whether they are in a relationship or not. Such enforced abstinence is 
often portrayed as one more form of sacrifice that miners make in order 
to support their families, and thus is part of their pride in their work. 
This manifests in a genre of somewhat self- deprecating memes that 
miners post about the perils of infrequent sexual activity.
These memes are passed around as part of the humorous and 
immature weando social relationships between men, strengthening 
homo- social bonds but also reaffirming masculinity through connec-
tions between sexuality and their labour. Not only does their work make 
them more masculine because it supports their families and relies on 
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Fig. 5.17 Meme posted by a miner about pent- up sexual energy after 
a week at the mine. 
Translation: ‘Today he comes home from his shift. He has seven days at 
the mine and comes home like a Bolivian truck’
skills associated with masculinity: it is also a sign of their sexual viril-
ity. To express frustration with weekly abstinence confirms the sexual 
desire assumed to be part of manliness. The following meme, though 
seemingly from a woman’s point of view, is often posted by men on 
the last days of their shifts. ‘Today he comes home from his shift. He 
has seven days in the mine. He comes home like a Bolivian truck.’ This 
meme is particularly locally suited, relying on knowledge that a Bolivian 
truck – frequently seen travelling from the port up through the Altiplano 
to the Bolivian border – is usually overloaded with goods to be delivered 
in Bolivia. The metaphor suggests men coming home from the mine are 
‘overloaded’ with sexual frustration, while playing on local stereotypes 
that subtly denigrate Bolivians.
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Women are far less likely to post explicit references to sexuality, 
though their desires are referenced in more subtle ways. At times they 
post sexual memes depicting nude or scantily clad bodies, obscured by 
a foggy camera lens and overlaid with text expressing sentiments such 
as ‘being with you one night is worth the wait’ or ‘what I want with you 
I don’t want with anyone else’. When women do post memes with explic-
itly sexual messages they often portray sexuality as simply a substitute 
when more romantic forms of connection are unavailable.
While not all social media users post content related to sexuality, 
it is certainly not uncommon and is rarely commented upon in negative 
ways. In fact sexual content only seems to cause a stir when it involves 
overly graphic visuals. The fact that references to sexuality are quite 
common and tolerated suggests that sexuality is considered to be a natu-
ral part of individuals’ self- expression. The connections drawn between 
men’s work and their sexuality serve further to cement the naturalisa-
tion between masculine forms of labour, men’s gender expression and 
heterosexual sexuality.
The fact that women are less likely to post explicitly sexual con-
tent reflects two interrelated factors of gender and sexuality.18 First, in 
the context of Alto Hospicio, femininity is more likely to be understood 
as something that women ‘naturally’ possess, whereas men’s masculin-
ity is an achievement, attained in part through heterosexual sex, or at 
least representations of sex online. As something of an achievement, 
Fig. 5.18 Meme depicting sexuality. Translation: ‘If you’re going 
to play, play with my clitoris, not with my heart. It feels better and it 
doesn’t break’
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masculinity is also expected to be more performative than femininity,19 
requiring men to affirm their manliness through self- expression (par-
ticularly on social media); women’s femininity is called into question 
far less often. Often, both in daily life and on social media, men who 
fail to perform in ways that their peers regard as sufficiently mascu-
line are chastised. ‘Insufficient masculinity’ is evidenced by anything 
from a man not finishing his beer to not supporting his family. While 
some popular memes refer to ‘a real man’ as someone who goes to great 
lengths to maintain his family economically, others chastise men whose 
girlfriends are more masculine than themselves. This may be evidenced 
by pressuring her male partner to finish his alcoholic drink by shouting 
‘al seco maricón culiao’ [drink it all, fucking fag].
While ‘maricón’ is often used as a homophobic slur,20 it also at 
times indicates other forms of failed masculinity,21 much as ‘fag’ does 
in American English.22 However, the liberal usage of maricón I  noted 
both in daily speech as well as in social media posts does not necessar-
ily indicate homophobia, but rather suspicion over non- normative gen-
der performance. It is not uncommon for people to identify themselves 
as lesbian or gay on social media, either posting romantic messages 
on their partner’s Facebook page or explicitly using hashtags such as 
#gaychile or #iquiquelesbiana on Instagram. In the public eye, how-
ever, these individuals usually follow normative gendered expectations. 
Many gay men upload selfies of themselves at manual labour jobs next 
to pictures of their partner, and women describe how pretty and sweet 
their girlfriends are. Though gay men are granted a bit more leeway in 
terms of expressing music tastes (such as Britney Spears) or types of con-
spicuous consumption (posting Instagram photos of Dolce and Gabbana 
cologne advertisements) than straight men are, overly camp expressions 
are absent. Alex gave me a clue to this absence when he compared his 
gay uncle to a gay neighbour he had in his old neighbourhood.
My uncle, he’s calm. He has a male partner, but he’s not like show-
ing it all the time. He’s just like any other guy. He works at a hotel, 
and is really close to his family. The contrary example is my old 
neighbour who is always going around, talking like a woman, 
wearing flashy clothes. He calls attention to himself. That’s why 
he has problems. The neighbourhood kids mess with him. I don’t 
think it’s safe for him. But my uncle, he is always fine. Because 
he is a normal guy. Most people will say ‘I have no problem with 
gay people, I just don’t want them showing it off.’ So when they’re 
calm, like my uncle, no one really cares. It’s totally fine.
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This reflects drag performer Pablito’s fear of his family finding out 
about his night job, while they are perfectly content knowing that he is 
gay (see Chapter 1). Maintaining separate Facebook pages allows him 
to perform publicly as a gender normative individual, while keeping his 
activities that go beyond these norms more private. As Alex’s narrative 
makes clear, these normativities are closely connected to work. Alex did 
not emphasise his uncle’s employment, but he did highlight that he pro-
vides a source of income, thus connecting his normativity to the fact that 
he holds a ‘normal’ job. He also mentioned his uncle’s connection to his 
family, as well as the fact that his outward appearance corresponds to 
normative expectations of Alto Hospicio.
As in most other facets of daily life, normativity is a deciding 
factor in whether social media posts or other forms of expression are 
acceptable. Gay men and lesbians in part disrupt what many Hospiceños 
assume to be a natural universal order of complementary polarity 
(male/ female; heterosexual/ homosexual; masculine/ feminine) in which 
gendered behaviour, desire and expression relate in a congruent and 
coherent manner. However, most individuals’ adherence to other forms 
of normativity, and particularly those associated with work and family 
involvement, are sufficient to grant them ‘good citizen’ status.23 Thus 
for both men and women of any sexual preference, adherence to social 
scripts related to gendered work functions as a form of authentication. 
The expression of labour, gender and sexuality on social media is often 
intertwined, representing the conjunction of the three that serves to 
reinforce and maintain the others.
The point here is not that all Hospiceños fall into polarised, 
binary gender categories. In fact, as many of the examples in this 
chapter demonstrate, people deviate from these ideals all the time. 
While labour in part creates the structure on which these gendered 
ideals rest, it is also labour that acts as the conduit through which 
they are at times challenged. Despite the fact that Maritza’s Facebook 
sex shop was not terribly successful, her expectations that female cus-
tomers wish to purchase sex toys clearly evidences that adherence to 
social scripts which equate masculinity with sexuality and femininity 
with romance are not universal among Hospiceños. And the ways in 
which miners joke with each other, doing ‘the Titanic’ or other ‘faggy’ 
pranks, demonstrates the ways in which their notions of masculin-
ity are actually quite flexible. Of course, self- understandings include 
aspects of sexual desire and behaviour. However, as the treatment of 
gay men’s and lesbians’ gender expression makes clear, in the context 
of Alto Hospicio gender normativity supersedes non- heteronormative 
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sexuality.24 Adhering to gendered normativity allows leeway in terms 
of sexuality because individuals are still perceived as following the 
appropriate social scripts, particularly when they are legitimised by 
their economic activity.25
However, the ways in which gender is performed and policed on 
social media reveal the normative ideals of gender in Alto Hospicio. 
Certainly representations of non- normative gender and sexual expres-
sion appear on social media. Yet they are usually framed in ways that 
support social scripts of complementary masculinity and femininity, 
rather than challenging this binary. Most Hospiceños do not see these 
forms of normativity as oppressive, but instead understand them as 
natural preferences. Yet what is perhaps most revealing is the fact 
that rather than providing a space for discussion and debate about 
such assumptions, social media is a visible public space for reaffirm-
ing and reinforcing these normativities. Those who disagree or have 
non- normative preferences do not seem to feel empowered to speak 
out through these media. Indeed, questions of who is empowered 
to speak, and about what topics, reveal the extent to which certain 
forms of normativity are embedded and actively maintained within 
the community.
Productive gendered citizenship
While scholarship on gender normativity (and non- normativity) is 
abundant, understanding how these norms are constituted and why 
they prevail is always context dependent.26 In the case of Alto Hospicio, 
adherence to normative social scripts in many diverse areas of social 
life, as well a strong division of labour, provides the context in which 
gender normativity is highly pervasive. While in some contexts work, 
gender and sexuality are not closely linked,27 in Alto Hospicio there is 
a tight relationship between the three. The prevalence of either men or 
women in a form of work becomes evidence that the job demands spe-
cifically masculine or feminine qualities, and consequently that individ-
uals of a particular gender might be best suited for the work.28 These 
assumed predispositions toward manual or emotional labour are also 
thought to reflect gendered preferences for types of labour as well as 
leisure activities. As these ideas become embedded within individuals’ 
self- understandings, they further entrench binary conceptions of gen-
der. While there is considerable flexibility in notions of proper gender 
performance, this does not undermine the appearance of inevitability 
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and naturalness that continues to support the division of labour by 
gender.
The close connection between acceptability, gender normativity 
and work emerges from the importance of labour to marginalised iden-
tification in Alto Hospicio. Marginality is associated with the extraction 
of resources, including labour. T.  H. Marshall defines citizenship as 
‘a claim to be accepted as full members of the society’, yet questions 
whether the inherent inequalities of market economies can be reconciled 
with notions of full membership.29 While in many instances neoliberal 
citizen ship is defined through consumption,30 Hospiceños’ marginalised 
citizenship is defined through productive labour. Participation in the 
labour market  – and thus the ability to pay taxes, participate in local 
schools, raise families and engage in other activities that make people 
an integral part of their local communities and institutions  – can be 
understood as a form of participatory citizenship that allows those often 
excluded from citizenship to make citizenship- like claims.31 The central-
ity of work to this claim to citizenship therefore means labour is also 
central to notions of normativity.
Given the importance of wage labour in contemporary economies, 
it comes as no surprise that work is central to the ways in which indi-
viduals understand their lives in Alto Hospicio. In structuring family 
relationships as well as those within the community, work is a mediat-
ing factor in almost all of the relationships that Hospiceños think of as 
important.32 While work may be important on some levels for individu-
als in any context, it is particularly important in Alto Hospicio because 
it provides another level of authentication, demonstrating the individ-
ual’s position in the community and marking them as a ‘good citizen’. 
Salient social roles allow individuals to understand themselves as well 
as present themselves positively to the community33 through reference 
to their occupations, forms of unpaid labour and other ways of gaining 
income that resemble a hobby rather than a career.
When Omar expressed a desire to not work outside of the home, 
therefore, he not only expressed something contrary to the norma-
tive gender divisions in Alto Hospicio – he also expressed something 
understood as contrary to identifying with marginality. To not want 
to work, in many ways, framed him as a ‘bad citizen’ who, rather than 
contributing to his family and community, hoped for an ‘alternative 
lifestyle’.
By providing space for gendered expression, as well as identifica-
tion with particularly gendered activities or aspirations, social media 
is also central to expressions that meld gender, work and citizenship. 
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To be a ‘man’ is to provide for the family; to be a mother involves 
emotional and creative work. These gendered prescriptions for iden-
tification do not necessarily correspond to the lived experience of 
all Hospiceños, but they do highly structure the ways in which they 
express their self- understanding online. In so doing they reveal the 
ideals of good, gendered citizenship that are central to Hospiceños’ 
focus on normativity.
149
6
The wider world: Imagining  
community in Alto Hospicio
On 1 April 2014, around 8:30 pm, an earthquake measuring 8.2 on the 
Richter1 scale struck 50 km from Alto Hospicio. The buildings shook vio-
lently for three minutes and the electricity went out. In complete dark-
ness people began to evacuate the apartment complexes and houses as 
another earthquake, this time measuring 7.8, trembled a few minutes 
later. These earthquakes caused seven deaths, but the real disaster 
unfolded over the coming days, weeks and months.
For almost two weeks there was no electricity or running water in 
the city. The highway that connects Alto Hospicio with Iquique suffered 
giant fissures, leaving many stranded below or forced to walk 13 km 
uphill in order to arrive home. Service stations were closed to all except 
emergency vehicles, so very few people were even able to leave the city. 
Thousands of families had severely damaged homes and tent cities 
popped up in every neighbourhood of Alto Hospicio. The national emer-
gency service team organised water tanks that made rounds through the 
city, and provided toothbrushes and blankets to those in need, but to 
many people’s anger only allotted one of each per family. Those whose 
homes were beyond repair often waited more than a year to gain access 
to more stable, temporary, trailer- like housing. Hospiceños deemed 
these measures an inadequate governmental response.
The perception that government assistance during this time was 
both insufficient and slow to arrive only exacerbated Hospiceños’ feel-
ings of disenfranchisement. While citizen groups from nearby Arica and 
Antofagasta (each about five hours by car) organised volunteer brigades 
equipped with water, nappies and other essentials, Hospiceños were 
outraged at the slow response of the national government. They com-
plained to neighbours in their tents, in central plazas, in the market as 
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it reopened and, of course, on social media. There was no electricity, 
but people charged phones on emergency service generators stationed 
throughout the neighborhoods, or even on car batteries. With every-
thing else at a standstill, social media use was one of the only ways to 
pass the day, waiting for things to return to normal, and it remained 
widespread in the post- earthquake atmosphere.
Whereas Alto Hospicio residents rarely take great interest in shar-
ing news articles, in the post- earthquake atmosphere they popped up 
all over Facebook feeds. Those with dormant Twitter accounts began 
to tweet again and photographs of the destruction filled Hospiceños’ 
Instagram accounts. Tomas, who had graduated from high school a few 
months previously, posted a photograph on Instagram showing his fam-
ily in a tent in the plaza in front of their apartment complex. He wrote the 
caption, ‘En el refugio esperando cuanto temblor venga . . . saludos desde 
#altohospicio #palaspeliculas #palasnoticias #palmundo’ [In the shel-
ter waiting out so many aftershocks . . . hello from #altohospicio #forth-
emovies #forthenews #fortheworld]. Though young Instagram users 
often wrote hashtags such as #altohospicio or #chile as a way to repre-
sent the local, Tomas’s hashtags departed from this usual behaviour in 
explicitly announcing that the representation of Alto Hospicio and what 
happened there were ‘for the movies, the news and the world’. Though 
he did not actually expect that the movies or world would pay attention, 
these hashtags expressed hope.
Hospiceños’ photographs included the fractured highway, falling 
roofs and homes with residents’ belongings strewn all over the floor 
after being shaken from the walls, shelves and drawers. Others posted 
photos of makeshift camps, depicting the new living arrangements of 
those whose homes were destroyed or were still too unstable to be inhab-
ited during continuing aftershocks, ranging from 6 to 6.5 on the Richter 
scale. Photos of people waiting in queues for water, petrol and vacci-
nations were popular, as were images of empty grocery store shelves. 
The captions and hashtags for these photos seemed to ask for recogni-
tion not only of the destruction that occurred, but also of the continuing 
hardships people were facing, living in a city that had essentially lost its 
entire infrastructure.
These photographs give insight into the ways people may imagine 
themselves as part of, or at least worthy of attention from, the nation 
from which they normally feel excluded. While some neighbours wrote 
their claims to being part of the nation on cardboard signs, these young 
Instagram users claimed a place in the nation simply through using 
hashtags such as #porlasnoticias and even more commonly #chile. 
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Hospiceños’ use of outwardly focused hashtags during this time suggests 
that these users saw the internet and social media as an outlet for their 
voices. Though they usually assume no one is paying much attention to 
heir mundane selfies and footies, in a time of crisis they attempted to 
seize new media to reaffirm their place within the nation – if only as a 
claim to necessary relief and resources, as well as provide witness to the 
world of what was happening.
Social media use after the earthquake, of course, represents an 
anomaly which sharply contrasts with the usually locally focused ways 
in which Hospiceños used social media. Yet particularly in declarations 
that Alto Hospicio must not be forgotten as part of the nation- state, it is 
clear that Hospiceños, despite their feelings of disenfranchisement, still 
feel a claim to being part of the Chilean ‘community’.
Hospiceños often experience their positioning in contrast to ‘the 
wider world’ and the Chilean nation- state, rather seeing self- sufficiency 
and commitment to the community as more important than wider affil-
iations. Yet their affiliations at all levels serve to shape and reinforce 
Fig. 6.1 Author’s own Instagram photograph of a sign near a large 
apartment complex declaring ‘[Alto] Hospicio is also Chile’
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the forms of normativity that prevail, thus contributing significantly 
to the social scripts by which their daily lives are often affected. While 
the internet, and social media in particular, have been considered phe-
nomena that unite the world, increase communication and possibly even 
homogenise people from diverse backgrounds, in Alto Hospicio, social 
media has overwhelmingly reinforced a focus on the local ‘community’.
Imagining community in Alto Hospicio
Hospiceños understand themselves as a group that is politically unim-
portant because politicians do not need their support or vote. However, 
marginality is about much more than simple political representation. To 
be marginalised is partially about disenfranchisement, but also about 
living without basic needs being met. It is about being a producer rather 
than consumer. Hospiceños lack both political power and spending 
power, and within a neoliberal political economy they are then left out 
by both centralised politics and the consumerist system.
Hospiceños often see their commitment to the community as more 
important than wider affiliations. In recent years anthropologists have 
admitted that the ‘communities’ they study are rarely as cohesive as 
early anthropologists once took them to be.2 Whether communities are 
rooted in a geographic location or are conceptualised around a shared 
interest, activity or worldview, they are not natural formations, but are 
actively produced by the people who consider themselves to belong to 
the particular community, through actions and discourse.3 In essence 
community only exists when it is imagined to exist by those who want 
to belong to it.
Identification with community in Alto Hospicio works on different 
levels, much as Nicole's proclamation, ‘I am Hospiceña, I am Nortina and 
then I am Chilena’ demonstrated. Hospiceños see themselves as disen-
franchised, but as deserving of a place in the Chilean nation. Though 
they lack ‘horizontal comradeship’, or the sense that they are on an 
equal footing with the cosmopolitan Others of Santiago, their claims 
that ‘Hospicio is also Chile’ represent a reconception of what being 
Chilean means.
Alto Hospicio is a small enough city that inhabitants do indeed 
meet face to face, but as their anxieties and suspicions about strang-
ers (discussed in Chapter 4) demonstrate, people do not immediately, 
automatically or naturally become part of the community simply as a 
result of their presence there. Without sufficient social connections, 
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unknown individuals are still strangers; they are considered to be the 
type of people who might put on airs or even steal mobile phones in 
the plaza. Instead normativity is a powerful discourse through which 
an idea of community cohesion is imagined. Rather than their physical 
proximity being sufficient, most Hospiceños feel that the basis of their 
sense of community comes from their shared social values and feelings 
of disenfranchisement. Belonging, for Hospiceños, takes the form of 
shared exclusion from institutions of power and collective responses 
that include resource sharing, dissent and ideological distancing from 
the people and places that they associate with this institutional power.
Frazier suggests that the northern region of Chile has been ‘only 
partially incorporated into the nation’.4 Nation- building, as a political 
project, relies on individuals’ investment in that project and, as we have 
seen in Alto Hospicio, investment in the nation- state is minimal. But 
Hospiceños do not necessarily reject notions of nationalism and citizen-
ship. Within the context of two centuries of explicit “Chileanisation,” 
Hospiceños instead reconfigure what they understand the nation to be, 
framing their own marginalised experiences as those which are authen-
tically Chilean and the experiences of more centralised urban cosmo-
politan citizens as Other. Through social media Hospiceños highlight 
certain aspects of Chilean identity that correspond to their own experi-
ences. Just as many young people used Facebook and Instagram to pro-
vide witness during the earthquake, residents take to social media both 
to make visible the aspects of Chileanness with which they identify and 
to represent the local area in ways that correspond to certain ideals of 
homogenisation.
Disenfranchisement from national politics
I started field work in Alto Hospicio just two months before a national 
presidential election, yet there were hardly any visible advertisements 
for presidential candidates in Alto Hospicio. Instead almost all political 
posters advertised local Consejo Regional [Regional Council] candidates.
My neighbour Sarita, a single mother of four in her forties, 
explained her views on politics, echoing those of many other Hospiceños.
[Politicians] are all corrupt, nothing changes, and it’s just like 
choosing the least terrible candidate. Everyone says they’re from 
the pueblo [people], but once they’re in government they only 
help themselves, or businesses that pay them off. Everything’s run 
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by the businesses here, and the rich get richer and the poor get 
poorer. The middle class get a little poorer all the time too. Soon 
we middle class people won’t exist!
Sarita’s exasperation reflected the apathy expressed by many other 
Hospiceños. The weekend before the election I was talking with a group 
of young miners who would be on their week- long work shift during the 
election. I asked if they had to vote early or if the company gave them 
a leave to come back to Alto Hospicio to vote. ‘Oh, well, I’m not going 
to vote. I don’t know how it works with the mine,’ one of them told me. 
The others agreed, saying they thought the company would give people 
time off without pay to vote, but none of them saw much point in voting. 
‘The candidates are all the same anyway. And they never do anything 
for the North. They just take our money for the benefit of Santiago.’ This 
was the first presidential election in the country under a new law that 
repealed mandatory voting, and many people suggested that the pop-
ulation was relieved that they no longer had to participate in a system 
they perceived as corrupt and useless.
Indeed, in the whole of Chile, 5.7 million out of a possible 13.5 mil-
lion (42.2 per cent) voted in this first presidential election in which vot-
ing was voluntary. The northern region of Tarapacá, with a turnout rate 
of less than 39 per cent, had the lowest voting rate.5 As the newly elected 
(for the second time) Michelle Bachelet said in her victory speech from 
Fig. 6.2 Graffiti that reads ‘Don’t vote . . . yes to the popular struggle’
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Santiago, ‘Today a lot of Chileans did not vote. We must persuade them to 
believe again, not in me, not in a party, not in a political group. We have 
to make them believe again in democracy.’ With this Bachelet acknowl-
edged a wider sense of exasperation with politics, of which Hospiceños 
were only a part but were also the most extreme example.
Exasperation with the political system was quite clear, looking at 
Facebook postings. Humorous memes disparaging the leading candi-
dates flooded my news feed. Many played on the theme of ‘If your mother 
is going to vote for Michelle [Bachelet], steal her identity card.’ In fact 
almost all political postings were humorous memes, shared countless 
times. While a few links to newspaper articles appeared, originally com-
posed messages proclaiming one’s personal reasons for voting a particu-
lar way, or even reasons why a particular candidate was a poor choice, 
were practically non- existent.
As in many Latin American countries, Chile has a plethora of polit-
ical parties and in the election of 2013 there were 17 candidates. This 
necessitated a run- off election after the initial vote on 17 November 2013. 
In the weeks leading up to the second election on 15 December memes 
intensified, particularly comparing the two remaining candidates. Both 
Michelle Bachelet and her adversary Evelyn Matthei are blonde, middle- 
aged women who actually grew up together. They represent the Socialist 
Party and the Independent Democratic Union, respectively, both of 
which are considered mainstream and centrist.6 Many memes played on 
the fact that the women are very similar, yet at the same time very differ-
ent from the average citizen of Alto Hospicio or Iquique.
One meme makes light of Matthei and Bachelet, playing on their 
bright coloured clothing. With Matthei in yellow and Bachelet in red, the 
meme refers to them as Bilz and Pap, a popular Chilean soda brand that 
features a red soda and a yellow, papaya- flavoured drink. The brand’s 
marketing scheme declares ‘Yo quiero otro mundo’ [I want another 
world], promoting themes of creativity and imagination. Yet the meme 
suggests these women ‘viven en otro mundo’ [live in another world], sep-
arating their lives from the marginalised experiences of Hospiceños.
Memes such as these are the primary way through which 
Hospiceños express political positioning on social media. They are 
not shy about communicating their criticism or distrust of politi-
cians on Facebook, but the amount of original content is very limited. 
Individuals usually post memes without comment and, unlike most 
other Facebook activity, they garner very few comments from friends, 
though often receive dozens of ‘likes’. Overall people simply express 
disdain or annoyance at national politics, seeing it as very far removed 
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from their concerns and having little impact on their daily lives. As 
Alex told me some time after the election, ‘I’m not very political. I only 
know that I don’t feel any benefits from the government.’ This did not 
surprise me. Alex had previously declined joining me to watch the 
movie NO, which depicts the 1988 referendum to decide Pinochet’s 
permanence in power. It follows the opposition – the ‘No’ vote – and 
their advertising campaign that eventually wins the people’s right to 
elect a president democratically. The film, directed by Chilean Pablo 
Larraín, was nominated for a foreign-language Oscar and was consid-
ered an international success. But Alex said he had no interest in seeing 
it because he didn’t really understand politics. ‘People of my parents’ 
and grandparents’ age, they lived through it. But I don’t really know 
the history, so movies like this . . . well, I’d rather watch The Walking 
Dead or something.’
Juan, a local activist and former student movement leader, helped 
to explain the apathy I sensed among many Hospiceños.
There is a lost generation on the left in Chile. The [Pinochet] dic-
tatorship did an excellent job of getting rid of the opposition. They 
killed or ‘disappeared’ everyone. There was no one left at the end. 
No one to lead a resurgence. So we’re starting over.
Fig. 6.3 Meme depicting Matthei and Bachelet corresponding to pop-
ular soda brand Bilz y Pap
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The violent political atrocities experienced a generation ago, along with 
the enduring political separation that Hospiceños perceive between the 
North and Santiago, in large part explain the fact that people feel alien-
ated by national politics. Most Hospiceños reserved the label ‘politics’ for 
national issues from which they usually express distance. Though they 
very strongly identify with particular aspects of Chilean culture, they 
see their citizenship as Chileans through a frame of disenfranchisement 
and disinterest. Yet for many their sense of community requires a certain 
level of participation in local politics. By framing this type of activity 
as ‘community involvement’, they separate what they see as necessary 
concentration on local issues from what are usually considered corrupt 
political dealings on the national level. Such demarcation allows them 
Fig. 6.4 Meme depicting 2013 presidential candidates 
Bachelet (on the left): My father was in the Chilean Air Force 
Matthei: My father was also in the Chilean Air Force and he gave me 
the moon and the sun 
Bachelet: But my father gave me cake with Colun (brand) caramel, 
he gave me pancakes with  Colun caramel and he gave me powdered 
pastries with Colun caramel 
Matthei: It shows, fatty
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to denounce ‘Politics’, while remaining involved in the local dynamics of 
the municipality.
Local P/ politics
Juan and his compañeros [comrades or political associates] see them-
selves as part of the rebuilding of the Chilean left.7 They run for city 
office, organise art exhibitions and performances, stage protests against 
neoliberal multinational capitalism, arrange observances promoting 
environmental responsibility and have even founded their own political 
party. These former classmates from Universidad Arturo Pratt in Iquique 
see local change as the means through which large- scale change is pos-
sible. Juan, who acted as the de facto campaign manager for Raquel’s 
Consejo Regional campaign, told me the night before the preliminary 
election, he would ‘obviously’ vote for Raquel, but had not yet decided 
which presidential candidate to vote for. For him the local election was 
far more important.
The primacy of the local was visible from both Juan and Raquel’s 
Facebook posts about elections as well. On a daily basis both posted arti-
cles from local newspapers about local candidates. One evening, while 
I was drinking tea with both of them, Raquel explained her platform, 
which focused on greater access to public services and reversing the 
massive waves of privatisation that have happened in Chile since the 
1980s. At the end of the conversation Juan mentioned a YouTube video 
that I  should watch for more background on Raquel’s campaign. The 
next day he sent me a link to the video saying, ‘This should explain some 
of what I was talking about last night. Let me know if you understand’. 
The campaign video,8 for presidential candidate Roxana Miranda of the 
Partido Igualidad [the left- wing Equality Party], gave a brief overview of 
the process of privatisation in Chile and promoted Miranda’s platform 
of re- nationalisation for certain sectors. With the video Juan connected 
Raquel’s campaign to a larger one, yet he framed it not as Raquel being 
part of a national movement, but rather as the national candidate’s plat-
form serving to explain further Raquel’s local platform.
Even outside of election season, the memes these compañeros 
post on Facebook correspond to local or regional concerns, such as 
the borders with Peru and Bolivia, rather than national issues. They 
often post memes simply as remembrances of important events in 
local history, such as actions by the Pinochet regime or Nitrate Era 
labour organisation. These memes at times call for participation in 
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protests or events, and other times simply provide a visual reminder 
of the past.
Each year, as mid- December approaches, the Facebook pages of 
Hospiceños are filled with Christmas- inspired posts. Pictures of the fam-
ily wandering through the forest of lighted trees that overlooks the city 
of Iquique from Alto Hospicio appear alongside funny memes about a 
Santa Claus too lazy to deliver presents after smoking marijuana. As in 
much of the world December is a time of celebration, with friends and 
family sending each other seasonal greetings messages through social 
media. Most Hospiceños post pictures of their homes decorated with 
artificial trees and lights or showing children participating in Christmas- 
themed activities at school.
But mid- December in Northern Chile is for some a time of 
remembrance of the Santa Maria School Massacre. On 21 December 
1907 thousands of striking miners from nitrate fields in the area were 
gunned down under General Roberto Silva Renard, after they refused 
to disband. They had been camping for a week in Iquique to appeal for 
government intervention to improve their living and working condi-
tions. It is estimated that about 2,000 people were killed. For many 
decades the government suppressed information about the massa-
cre. However, in 2007 the government conducted a highly publicised 
commemoration of its centenary, including an official national day of 
mourning and the re- interment of the victims’ remains.
The festive photos and messages shared on Facebook in the days 
leading up to Christmas are interspersed with forms of remembrance for 
this historic tragedy. These posts often call for participation in remem-
brance ceremonies and protest marches. Though most often posted by 
people in their twenties and thirties, these events are constructed for all 
generations. As the flyer below attests, a protest march is often accom-
panied by live bands with political messages and activities and toys for 
children, including balloon animals.
While in other parts of the country much more importance is given 
to remembering events such as the Pinochet coup (11 September, 1973)9, 
in the north, even when remembering the past, local concerns super-
sede national issues. In particular it is important to acknowledge events 
that highlight class and labour solidarity across other kinds of borders 
and differences. For young activists local politics are indeed Politics, 
connected to larger issues and histories, but with their own distinctive 
local foci.
Young activists such as Raquel and Juan both use social media 
to espouse their own political views as well as to demonstrate the 
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relationships between their forms of politics and those of larger move-
ments. But in Alto Hospicio only a small minority engage in this type of 
political awareness. Only 11 per cent of survey respondents said that 
they felt social media had facilitated or influenced their participation 
in politics. Yet interpretation of the word ‘politics’ is key here.10 I did not 
strictly define the scope of politics. In interviews and daily conversations 
it was clear that most people defined politics as operating on a national 
level, while local matters were framed as community issues. Facebook 
groups promoting the building of a hospital in Alto Hospicio, opposing 
high parking fees in Iquique or simply organising neighbours to advo-
cate for more resources for their neighbourhood are popular, but not 
considered to be ‘Politics’. Thus people contribute to the community in 
other ways, often using social media as a conduit, and in so doing they 
perform their contextually normative visions of what the community 
should be. Posts often envision the kind of community citizens desire 
Fig. 6.5 Meme posted by several young Hospiceños calling for  
participation in an event commemorating the Santa Maria School 
Massacre. Translation: 
Torturous Work during   Commemorative Act –  Santa   
 the Nitrate Era     Massacre of Iquique 
The workers arriving to   Walking with memory we   
 strike in Iquique    create history 
Live music, silk- screening, balloon  21 December –  Cemetery no. 1– 16:00
animals and more. . .
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for Alto Hospicio. Middle- aged adults, and particularly women, often 
use social media to promote the types of community programming that 
they see as important to a close- knit community.
Yesenia, who works part time for the municipal government, is one 
of the most visible examples of this social media usage. At least once a 
week she posts pictures and a short written recap of a community event 
she has attended or helped to organise. These include family- oriented 
celebrations at Carnaval time and a travelling telescope and astronomy 
programme, as well as events she and her colleague Paula organise 
monthly with senior citizens. Her commentaries on the senior citizen 
events are often very indicative of her ambitions to make the community 
safer and more civically oriented.
Near Halloween in 2014 Yesenia posted a series of photographs 
taken during a costume party with older adults in Alto Hospicio, 
accompanied by the caption, ‘Enjoying myself with the older adults of 
our city . . . We have to care for them and protect them as we would like 
for ourselves.’ Especially in her observation ‘we have to care for them 
and protect them as we would like for ourselves’, Yesenia performs her 
own community involvement, aiming to set an example for those who 
view her profile. She is not merely demonstrating what she has done, 
but also calling on others in Alto Hospicio to participate in imagining 
a particular type of community with her. These posts usually precip-
itate comments from other women who have participated in the pro-
grammes, as well as dozens of ‘likes’ from participants, neighbours, 
colleagues in the municipal government and other acquaintances. Not 
only is Yesenia performing what she promotes as positive community 
engagement; she is offering a vision that is supported by others in the 
community as well.
In these types of posts residents such as Yesenia actively construct 
a vision for community horizontality, treating others as one would like 
to be treated, caring for those less fortunate and sharing community 
resources. In the context of a nation- state perceived to be absent, posts 
like those of Yesenia, Juan and Raquel carry a subtext of self- sufficiency, 
acknowledging that community members must create their own social 
support or methods of change. Yet such posts also promote normativity, 
in that they depict no individual aspiration to rise above a struggling 
community. Instead they call for collective aspiration in which each 
individual should help to improve the community together.
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Being culturally Chilean
While Hospiceños often distance themselves from Santiago and national 
politics, their sense of being culturally Chilean is strong. Memes demon-
strating their Chileanness are common on Facebook as well as platforms 
such as WhatsApp, Tumblr and Instagram. Yet what one calls Chilean 
culture is highly context-dependent, and proximity to cosmopolitan 
centres, as well as class, education and racial identification, impact sig-
nificantly on what individuals consider to be the hallmarks of Chilean 
society.
Much of what Hospiceños are redefining is the sense of social 
class that is representative of ‘true Chileans’. Mendez11 argues that 
class boundaries in Chile play a critical role in social life, and ‘middle- 
classness’ is considered central to Chilean authenticity in Santiago. 
Fig. 6.6 Photographs of community activities. ‘Enjoying myself with 
the older adults of our city. . ..We have to care for them and protect 
them as we would like for ourselves’
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Yet Hospiceños use Santiago as a foil for what they see as authentically 
Chilean, positioning this urban, middle- class identity as an exception. 
Instead they perceive their own marginalised experiences to be more 
representative of true ‘Chileanness’.12 Hospiceños are quick to distin-
guish their lived experiences from those in the cosmopolitan capital, 
and in doing so they render important their own sense of normativity. 
Postings on social media then are an important clue to the ways in which 
Hospiceños envision the nation.
Hospiceños often use the name ‘Santiago’ to stand in for people 
whose lives are defined by class- consciousness, consumerism and inter-
national connections, the politicians who funnel resources away from 
the region and, most importantly, the national politics from which 
Hospiceños feel disenfranchised. Rather than seeing themselves out-
side of the nation that Santiago represents, however, they envision 
Santiago as the anomaly, the cosmopolitan city in a nation of otherwise 
Fig. 6.7 Meme depicting distance from Santiago. Translation: ‘He’s 
going to Santiago. He’s going abroad’
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working- class normative people. In essence they reverse the logic of 
marginality, positioning marginalised people at the centre and those 
wielding the power to marginalise as Other. This sentiment is particu-
larly well represented with the meme shown in Fig. 6.7, shared by sev-
eral people in their late teens and early twenties in November 2014.
One young man in his early twenties who shared this meme wrote 
as a caption: ‘It’s really far from everything.’ By this he means that the 
distance between Santiago and ‘everything’ is more than just physi-
cal:  the capital represents a different kind of mentality and lifestyle 
as well. It is home to politicians, cosmopolitan types and rich people –  
particularly those who profit from mining in the northern region.
While Santiago may appear to foreigners and those living in the 
Metropolitan Region as ‘Chile proper’, it is not the ‘Chile’ with which 
people in the North identify, as evidenced by their frequent use of the 
hashtag #SantiagonoesChile [‘Santiago is not Chile’]. They see the 
North as being more normatively Chilean in many ways. In July 2014 
many Hospiceños circulated the meme ‘Ten reasons to confirm that 
Jesus was Chilean’ (see Fig. 6.8). The meme was shared by both those 
who regularly attended Catholic, Methodist or Evangelical church ser-
vices and those who considered themselves agnostic, atheist, question-
ing of religion or otherwise non- religious. In essence the humour of the 
post made it fair game for any Chilean.
Each of these reasons reflects something considered ‘Chilean’ 
that is not associated with exceptionalism or a certain class affiliation, 
but that spans these divisions. To elaborate: (1) Chile is a major wine- 
producing country, which means that wine is quite cheap and enjoyed by 
people all over the country and of all economic means, as (4) indicates. 
Of course nothing goes with drinking like parties, for all occasions, as 
illustrated by number (9). Hospiceños also perceive an essential part 
of their ‘Chileanness’ to be the loyalty expected from their friends and 
other parts of their social networks; betrayal is considered the worst sort 
of treatment, thus (2) and (3) correspond to their conception of friend-
ship (in addition the English words ‘brother’ and ‘bro’ are used widely to 
substitute for ‘amigo’ [friend], particularly among young men). Number 
(5) is particularly salient in the North where fishing is a major industry, 
after mining and importation; and though prostitution is not particu-
larly common or visible in Alto Hospicio, the sentiment corresponds to 
the idea that one should be friends with all types of people, rather than 
feeling superior. Familial constructions often dictate that children live 
with their parents until marriage (and often for quite some time after), 
thus allowing many under the age of 40 to get by without working, 
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corresponding to numbers (6) and (7). This meme thus reframes seem-
ingly mundane aspects of a normal Chilean life, playing on common 
knowledge of religion.
Indeed many of the posts identifying with a conception of 
Chileanness highlight mundane forms of social life. Some post pictures 
of typically Chilean foods such as completo hot dogs or pichangas [a dish 
of French fries covered in onion, beef, sausage, and fried egg]. Others 
show the flag as displayed for the fiestas patrias on 18 September or a 
Fig. 6.8 Translation: Ten reasons that confirm that Jesus was Chilean. 
1. He was good with wine. 
2. Long hair, an entourage, and he treated all as ‘brothers’ 
3. One of his crew betrayed him 
4. He never had money, but never lacked booze 
5. He was friends with fishermen and prostitutes 
6. He lived with his mother until he was 33 
7. He never worked 
8. He did tricks . . . walking on water 
9.  When he knew he was going to die, the first thing he did was orga-
nise a party 
10.  He was good with words, and if he didn’t have a way of explaining 
he invented stories
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game played by the national football team. On other occasions the lan-
guage used is sufficient to indicate an association with Chileanness.
In fact language is probably the most commonly used way of 
expressing national identity on social media, even when used only 
unconsciously, for example in writing daily status updates on Facebook. 
Chileans are known for distinctive pronunciation that involves dropping 
letters, slurring words together, heavy use of slang and adding the prac-
tically meaningless ‘poh’ to almost every expression. They also conju-
gate the second person informal as vos rather than tú so that one should 
Fig. 6.9 Meme depicting Chilean language conventions. With slang 
spelled out [with standard Spanish]: 
Papi weon [tipo] culiao [jodido] fome [aburrido] kasikasik [jajajaja] la 
wea [cosa] Wat [qué]? 
La wea [cosa] cuatica [loca] weon [tipo] culiao [jodido] kisaikias [jaja-
jaja] fome [aburrido] Habla bien hija de puta 
Approximate English translation: 
Dad fucking dude the bullshit is boring. 
What? 
The crazy shit fucking dude it’s boring 
Speak correctly bitch
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ask a friend ‘¿como estai?’ rather than ‘¿como estás?’. This conjugation 
also creates the common phrase ‘cachai?’, from cachar, to catch – used 
just as commonly as a phrase- ending insertion similar to ‘you know?’ 
in English. Hospiceños, like other Chileans, also frequently employ the 
word ‘weon’; somewhat equivalent to ‘dude’, which can mean either 
friend or asshole. Chileans realise this language use is unique and view 
their ability to distinguish themselves so thoroughly by linguistic means 
as a point of pride.
So while users may unconsciously embed language in social media 
posts, they also take a self- conscious approach to language usage and 
often highlight its rarity, particularly in funny memes. Though first cre-
ated and shared by a Bolivian with Chilean friends, the meme in Fig. 6.9 
was widely shared by Hospiceños, exhibiting a sense of pride in their 
humorous (but difficult to follow) style of Spanish.
While this example is perhaps exaggerated (though not neces-
sarily more exaggerated than some people naturally become with a 
few Cristal beers) and intended to be funny, it also portrays a form 
of national pride associated with the use of Chileanisms. The distinc-
tive form of speaking marks one as unequivocally Chilean, and thus 
included within a nation they imagine as horizontal (with the excep-
tion of Santiago) – in terms of being working class, racially homoge-
nous and otherwise normative.
De- politicising indigeneity
Hospiceños represent the Chilean nation on social media in certain 
ways, in order to include their own community within that imagining, 
but they also imagine their own city in certain ways to promote the sort 
of solidarity that creates a sense of belonging. Class normativity often 
takes the form of acceptance of the economic instability that is part of 
a working- class lifestyle. Yet perhaps more importantly, particularly 
because Alto Hospicio is a city of migrants, Hospiceños promote national 
and racial homogenisations in ways that erase specific subaltern identi-
fications in favour of a broader sense of marginality.
While census and survey results suggest about 10 per cent of 
Hospiceños identify as indigenous, these identifications are not overly 
visible in daily life. Just as Nicole and her family never mentioned the 
fact that they have Quechua origins, most indigenous people may iden-
tify as such on a survey without seeing this form of identification as cen-
tral to their daily lives. As such, indigeneity remains for the most part 
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hidden in Alto Hospicio. Much like other forms of Hospiceño social life, 
parties, meetings and other gatherings are usually private affairs held 
in the home, and equally those organised by indigenous people are not 
publicly visible. I met several Bolivian migrants in Alto Hospicio: young 
women from La Paz selling plastic kitchen goods in the Agro market; 
two brothers and their wives, all from Cochabamba, who own a car-
wash near the central business district; and several families who live 
in the poor neighbourhood where ‘La Escuelita’ afterschool programme 
operates. Yet these people do not participate publicly in Bolivian cultural 
activities or celebrations of Bolivian national holidays. Nor do they fly 
the Bolivian flag in front of their homes, as many Hospiceños do with the 
Chilean flag. Instead their parties are private, usually held in pueblos in 
the Altiplano rather than in Alto Hospicio. Their nationality is only made 
visible by their use of certain distinctive language such as ‘pues’ (in con-
trast to the Chilean “poh” – simple filler words) and ‘no ve?’ (in contrast 
to the Chilean ‘“cachai?’— meaning ‘you know?’ or ‘you understand?’).
In Alto Hospicio, for the majority of residents, indigeneity is not an 
important category with which to identify because the sense of margin-
ality in disenfranchisement from national politics supersedes more spe-
cific identifications of marginality. Even the Consejo Nacional Aymara 
offers a library and consultation resources for indigenous people seek-
ing to access government benefits, but does not sponsor public events. 
Their Facebook page is primarily used to advertise such services or gen-
eral forms of good citizenship, for instance promoting biodiversity and 
the creation of national parks. Because of the privacy of most personal 
gatherings, social media is one of the most visible social spaces of Alto 
Hospicio. Yet in this space indigeneity usually remains either invisible or 
subsumed within a more general marginality.
When themes of indigeneity and international migrants are vis-
ible on social media they almost always represent a non- indigenous 
Chilean perspective. Chileans by birth complain that migrants are tak-
ing resources that rightfully belong to Chileans – for example preferen-
tial housing access, greater healthcare coverage or the bonuses awarded 
to mothers to cover childcare costs. During certain times of the year 
when these issues become more prevalent, numerous complaints sur-
face on Facebook. Though certainly there are Hospiceños who are sen-
sitive to the migrants’ plight, no public condemnations of these types 
of messages appear. Instead the messages are supported with ‘likes’ 
and positive comments or left to stand without response. While indi-
geneity is officially a category considered ‘vulnerable’ in state rhetoric, 
most Hospiceños feel that the financial and political marginality of all 
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residents should be treated equally. In many ways they resent the extra 
affordances given to indigenous peoples in such areas as healthcare and 
housing.
As other scholars13 of indigeneity have found, discourses of class 
solidarity related to proletarian ideals contrast with discourses of indi-
geneity,14 which distinguish certain people as more marginalised, more 
disenfranchised and thus more deserving of special treatment. Both 
kinds of discourses involve notions of marginality, but incorporate the 
concept in different ways. Given the modes of normativity prevalent in 
Alto Hospicio, it comes as no surprise that indigeneity is usually discur-
sively erased, while community solidarity is highlighted. Particularly in 
the context of economic migration based on a mining industry,15 indi-
geneity – with its associations with ecological stewardship – presents 
an imagined threat to the livelihood of the community. Instead down-
playing indigeneity marks an individual as part of Alto Hospicio’s com-
munity, contributing as a citizen to the common good. So, even for Alto 
Hospicio’s indigenous people and migrants, identifications based on eco-
nomic marginality and desires for belonging are more salient.
However, indigeneity does serve as a form of cultural expression 
in de- politicised ways, and is often transformed into a shared expression 
of ‘northern culture’ which allows all Hospiceños equal participation 
and enjoyment. Altiplano dances associated with Bolivia are popular 
in Alto Hospicio, but are transformed from ‘indigenous culture’ into 
‘northern culture’. Indeed, many Bolivians denounce the performing of 
Altiplano dances by Chilean groups, particularly in the context of con-
tinuing animosity over land lost in the War of the Pacific. Yet this is a 
rich part of the North’s cultural life; almost every religious feast holi-
day is celebrated with dances such as the Morenada, Caporales, Tinku 
and Diablada, along with La Cueca (equally associated with Chile and 
Bolivia) and dances from Chile’s Polynesian territory on Easter Island 
(Rapa Nui). While debates over whether the dances may be properly 
considered ‘northern culture’ or are strictly Bolivian continue outside of 
this context, no one in Alto Hospicio seems to find noteworthy the fact 
that most young people who participate are from families who consider 
themselves within a racially homogenous mestizoness.
Similarly, the Wiphala, a multi- coloured patchwork flag that rep-
resents the native peoples of the Andes (including Colombia, Ecuador, 
Peru, Bolivia, Chile and Argentina), is often used as a visual marker of 
grassroots politics and community organisation. While ideally these pol-
itics are concordant with the interests of indigenous peoples, the symbol 
is used liberally – from Raquel’s Consejo Regional campaign posters to 
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its display at an earthquake relief concert put on by some of Chile’s most 
prominent musicians. In these contexts it is not specifically associated 
with Andean indigeneity, but becomes a broader symbol of community 
solidarity. Through this usage, the flag effectively establishes an opposi-
tion between Northern Chile and northern Chileans’ perceived antith-
esis of Santiago.
While critics (primarily speaking from Bolivia, Peru or the posi-
tion of an indigenous spokesperson either in Santiago or representing 
the more prominent Mapuche group in Chile) suggest these examples 
of Altiplano dances and the Wiphala are improper appropriations of 
indigenous culture or symbolism, these debates do not happen publicly 
in Alto Hospicio. Instead Hospiceños see themselves as promoting the 
normativity of homogeneity in terms of both class and race. And when 
pictures of the Caporales dance or Wiphala appear on Facebook, they 
are understood as northern rather than indigenous, reinforcing social 
media as a de- politicised space.
During my first October in Alto Hospicio, Juan invited me to a day-
long event for what is known in South American usually as Indigenous 
People’s Day (celebrated as Columbus Day in North America). In 
Central and South America 12 October is observed in memory of the 
slaughter and colonisation of the indigenous peoples of the Americas, 
as well as the continuing imperialism experienced by citizens of the 
Americas from Mexico to the south at the hands of the United States, 
Canada and European countries. This celebration included a troupe of 
five- year- olds demonstrating the Chilean national dance of La Cueca, 
an Afro- Colombian singer performing a song from her native city, a 
Peruvian guitar player and several local activists speaking about com-
munity inclusion and social development. To close the programme they 
organised a group picture of all attendees, including myself. When Juan 
posted the photograph on Facebook he included the caption, ‘We are all 
Americans’.16 Indeed, even in this space of inclusiveness and multicul-
turalism, rather than highlighting indigeneity as a distinctive form of 
identifying, all Americans were brought together within a discourse of 
similarity.
International solidarity
While tensions remain between Hospiceños and the international 
migrants whom they perceive to be taking resources that are rightfully 
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Chileans’, discourses of class solidarity at times overcome even the rifts 
between native Chileans and migrants. In January 2014 the interna-
tional court of the United Nations at The Hague decided on a maritime 
dispute between Chile and Peru. The North is contested territory, even 
more than 130 years after the end of the War of the Pacific, in which 
the region of Tarapacá was transferred from Peru to Chile. The Hague’s 
decision did not affect any coastline or cities, but gave Peru more terri-
tory for fishing rights.17 Because fishing in Chile is controlled by a very 
limited number of oligarchic families, the decision changed very little in 
terms of economics and trade for most northern Chileans. Many wrote 
Facebook comments similar to ‘All of the fishing industry here is owned 
by a few wealthy families. It doesn’t really matter to me.’ Both politically 
active and somewhat apolitical Chilean users asserted a similar view, 
but in different ways. Both groups seemed to be communicating that 
though perhaps the Chilean and Peruvian governments were in a dis-
pute, the people were not.
Some friends did admit to me that they felt the decision to cede 
some water area to Peru was unfair, but they also acknowledged that 
avoiding conflict was important. Many said that the decision was irrel-
evant because economic gain from the sea territory only ends up in the 
hands of seven families of the oligarchy. However, these nuanced opin-
ions were not published on Facebook, neither through original writing 
Territory claimed by Peru
Peruvian Maritim
e Territory
Peru
Bolivia
Chile
but not recognised by Chile
Territory disputed by Chile and Peru
Chilean Maritime Territory
Fig. 6.10 Map of maritime territory
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nor links to online sources. Instead solidarity between Peruvians and 
Chileans overwhelmingly dominated Facebook posts.
 On the political side, Raquel and her friend Marcelo both shared 
a piece of text essentially thanking Peruvians and Bolivians for stand-
ing with Chileans during the Santa Maria School Massacre. The text 
explained:
In the Santa Maria School Massacre of Iquique, together with 
Chilean workers, Bolivians and some Peruvians also died. When 
the consuls asked them to leave, they refused, saying ‘We came 
with the Chileans and we will die with the Chileans. We are not 
Bolivians or Peruvians, we are workers.’
A local band known for their songs’ political content posted a long piece 
of text from which I draw out some relevant parts:
Patriots, fellow Chileans . . . Why do we not go to war against 
Monsanto? Why not fight to recover copper from your country? 
Why do you not wage war on Spanish companies that rob us when 
we pay for light and water? Why were you not in solidarity with 
artisanal fishermen when the Chilean government perpetually 
delivered the sea to the seven richest families? . . . Chileans and 
Peruvians, stop being so easily swayed by media sensationalism of 
the bourgeois press. We should continue fighting together against 
those that make our lives impossible!
Fig. 6.11 Meme about maritime border. Translation: ‘Tell me, are we 
Chilean or Peruvian now?’  
‘I don’t know, poh [typical Chilean filler word], or I don’t know, peh 
[typical Peruvian filler word]!!!’
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 Most people who usually stay away from political discussion stuck 
to humour. Many memes declared sentiments such as ‘The sea is neither 
Chilean nor Peruvian, it belongs to the fish!’
It seemed that everyone was paying attention, but no one really 
cared. Perhaps because the border dispute only affected the oligarchy, 
or perhaps because individuals believed an end to the dispute was more 
important than the particular division of sea rights, these individuals 
expressed their interest by enthusiastically posting and commenting. It 
seemed important to individuals to declare ‘Yes, I am paying attention!’, 
without taking sides on a matter that was ‘supposed’ to be important, 
but in their daily lives simply did not matter. They were communicat-
ing that authentic northern Chileans are simply not concerned about the 
oligarchy’s successes or failures. These wealthy families are not part of 
the local community; like mining companies they extract resources and 
take the profits elsewhere. Instead, being local means being concerned 
about relationships with neighbours, whether metaphorical neighbours 
of the nation or the very individuals who have migrated from these 
countries and now live right next door.
For most Hospiceños class solidarity rises above international divi-
sions, demonstrating that the wider community imagined by residents 
of Alto Hospicio may not include oligarchs and other cosmopolitan fig-
ures, but does include people like themselves – even if they are from 
across disputed borders. Because the Peruvians in question occupy a 
similar marginalised social class to Alto Hospicio residents, they fit a 
familiar form of normativity. When framed as class allies rather than 
exploitative indigenous people, Peruvians are easily incorporated into 
Hospiceño solidarity with other marginalised people.
Similarity, difference, community
Hospiceños use social media both to reflect their imagined notions of 
community – local, regional and national – and actively to construct 
these alliances. On social media Hospiceños promote forms of norma-
tivity, in this case by creating oppositions to some groups and alliances 
with others, often depending on the specific context. They affirm com-
munity affiliations by highlighting sameness, even in instances of point-
ing out similarities between the Peruvian working class and themselves, 
and effectively erasing discourses of difference, such as that of indigene-
ity, from public discussion.18 Hospiceños define the boundaries of their 
community and the spaces and people with whom they identify through 
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discourses of similarities. For those people they see as inherently dif-
ferent, and the discourses that highlight those differences, they use 
tactics of distinction to represent their distance. Both usually function 
along lines of class, at times overshadowing even racial and national 
differences.
These strategies work through highlighting and erasure. Though 
Hospiceños’ ‘Chileanness’ is often highlighted through memes and 
texts, these social media posts focus on shared characteristics between 
all Chileans and obscure the sorts of exceptionalism and cosmopoli-
tanism attributed to ‘Santiago’. Similarly they use tactics of erasure to 
portray their own community as homogenous. These tactics indeed 
have the ability to frame some groups as legitimate or included while 
refusing to recognise others. Indigenous individuals in Alto Hospicio 
are a key example of this exclusion. As Yeh writes, ‘People are not 
indigenous naturally, but rather by convention and recognition by oth-
ers’.19 In erasing this identity, normativity is valued above individual 
difference. Various forms of non- normative marginality are expected 
to be subsumed within the widely experienced form of marginality 
common to Hospiceños’ experiences – marginality as defined by class 
experience.
It is in these tactics that we also see the use of exaggeration to 
highlight. When a meme refers to travel to Santiago as ‘going abroad’, 
it is not meant to be taken literally, but uses overstatement to make the 
distinction clear. A popular series of memes satirised the class difference 
felt between Hospiceños and cosmopolitan Chileans from the central 
region, and featured a character from a popular television novella (soap 
opera). Lita Achonda is the classist mother of the protagonist on the 
television series Pituca sin Lucas [Posh without Money] and the series of 
memes features her calling various annoyances ‘so middle class’. In the 
meme featured below, she refers to an earthquake as middle class, thus 
distancing herself (very upper- class by upbringing) from something 
considered obtrusive in life. Referring to an earthquake as ‘middle class’ 
downplays its destructive power, waving it off as merely irritating. Yet 
framing this opinion as that of someone like the character Lita also dis-
tances those perceived as upper class from the realities of Chilean life –  
and so from the lived experience of Hospiceños, particularly after the 
2014 earthquake.
In highlighting exaggerated forms Hospiceños also reveal simi-
larities or differences with a humorous slant so that the message comes 
across in stark relief. Through humour, and other forms of highlighting 
and erasure, these imaginings of community serve to reinforce, and at 
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Fig. 6.12 Meme about class. Translation: ‘But what earthquake could 
be more middle class?’
times wholly to create, discourses of normativity. This normativity is 
experienced as solidarity in the face of difficult circumstances.
Marginality forms the basis of Hospiceños, normativity as well as 
their claims to citizenship. Marginality is the standard by which an indi-
vidual, or even a symbol, is considered to be part of (or excluded from) 
the Hospiceño notion of community. While the imagining of national 
communities has often drawn upon symbols, icons and print media in 
order to bring together people who could not know one another person-
ally,20 now, theoretically, technology such as social media may allow 
national citizens to know one another across geographic divides, as well 
as those of class and other social sector differences. Yet it is precisely 
social media where Hospiceños maintain these divisions, rather than 
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overcome them. Performing distance from cosmopolitan Others online 
refocuses Hospiceños’ citizenship on the local, so that they maintain 
emphasis on normativity, solidarity and marginality. Social media is 
key, not only to enacting Hospiceños’ particular notions of community 
and politics, but also to shaping their imaginings of what constitutes 
solidarity.
177
7
Conclusion: The extraordinary  
ordinariness of Alto Hospicio
‘q wn’
Three letters representing two words: ‘que weon’. Of course weon is one 
of those Chilean Spanish words which everyone understands, but which 
is not quite translatable. It may be used for greeting a good friend, or 
talking about an enemy – or even shouted when the national team scores 
a seemingly impossible goal. Twenty- three- year- old Tomás used this 
word to introduce a meme on his Facebook wall.
This meme, illustrated in Fig. 7.1, makes clear the ways in 
which everyday behaviours are performances. Included within these 
behaviours is social media use, where people perform in order to iden-
tify the self as a particular kind of person, claim certain kinds of affil-
iation and place oneself within the world. This meme acknowledges 
that many people create meaning through a mixture of bodily expres-
sion, purchasing particular symbolically laden brands and social media 
usage, but the density of symbols used within the text evokes exaggera-
tion and sarcasm. The imagined character who writes this text is ridicu-
lous. Tomás acknowledges this ridiculousness by using the word ‘weon’, 
in this instance meaning something like ‘what a jackass’.
Using ‘weon’, Tomás distinguishes himself from this straw char-
acter who might write such a post on social media. Hospiceños usually 
strive toward an unassuming aesthetic associated with marginality, but 
this meme describes conspicuous aesthetics and behaviours associated 
with consumption and cosmopolitanism. Only a cosmopolitan Other 
would be so insincere as to construct such an image in conscious oppo-
sition to normative aesthetics, social identifications and attitudes. And 
though maybe Tomás and most Hospiceños would say that the types of 
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Fig. 7.1 Meme about hipsters. Translation: ‘Take the vodka and 
marijuana and let’s go get expansions (ear stretchers), while you tell me 
that you’re bisexual and you publish it on ask.fm. If you want, let’s go 
buy nutella, dressed in Vans (brand shoes), short shorts and flowered 
or plaid blouses. And don’t forget to take your Nikon camera to take 
pictures of ourselves in the bathroom of Starbucks. You can do your 
hair like Skrillex (American electronic music producer) or you put in 
a lot of highlights while you upload your photo to Instagram and we 
argue about if a (traditional) moustache or infinity (overly stylised 
moustache) is better, and you also show me your Tumblr and publish 
on Facebook that society is bullshit, that you’re bipolar and that you’re 
fucking depressed.’
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performance described by the text are overt and excessive, the meme 
also reminds us of the ways in which social media usage is always a per-
formance, even when the idea of conscious presentation is antithetical to 
the prevailing form of normativity. Indeed, the performances described 
in this meme are the antithesis of Hospiceños’ normativity, in which the 
trick is to perform normativity on social media while seeming not to per-
form anything at all.
Social media ethnography in Alto Hospicio
Traditional ethnographies often focus on particular groups within the 
community in order to make visible broader local cultural expectations 
and norms. A group such as La Escuelita or the Red Foxes Motor Club 
might have provided such a focus for an ethnography of Alto Hospicio. 
By studying social media, however, the same cultural expectations and 
norms become clear on a larger scale. Because Hospiceños use social 
media precisely to negotiate these norms, it is an excellent window for 
understanding a Hospiceño world view: what is expected and what is 
not; what questions may be asked and which may not; who is allowed 
to question, or even to make their opinions heard, and who is not; and 
how individuals not only behave and interact within this worldview, but 
also how they understand their individual place within (or outside of) it.
Social media also reveals some of the ways in which social life is 
changing, in both Alto Hospicio and Chile’s Great North in general, as 
a result of new communication technologies. In such a frontier space, 
often conceptualised by both those who live there and those in the cos-
mopolitan metropole as a hinterland, advances in communications tech-
nology do change daily life. Social media allows people to stay in better 
contact with family members who are absent, whether as a result of 
the mining industry or international migration. Social media provides 
ample forms of entertainment and is even used to organise activities 
such as dates and group outings.
However, social media has not changed everything. It is popular 
to praise the opportunities social media provides for bridging socio- 
economic divides or empowering populations politically. Yet Hospiceños, 
who are comparatively marginalised in both respects, do not see these 
new advantages as major uses of social media. Whether new media truly 
has the potential to reduce global or national inequalities is a question 
that must be left to other populations. In Alto Hospicio social media 
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remains an extension of the normative social life of the city, rather than a 
different realm in which new aspirations may be achieved.
Just as social media does not automatically bridge economic or 
political divides, individuals do not always use social media to seek new 
ways of connecting in the world, nor to find means of self- expression 
not available in the local context. In Alto Hospicio the kinds of identi-
fications that are made visible on social media correspond to commu-
nity values and the very social scripts which often guide behaviour. 
Certainly there are some young people (and perhaps older ones as 
well) who reach across divides – whether geographical or ideological – 
to encounter new ways of viewing the world, new possibilities or new 
aspirations as a result of their connection on social media. However, 
the overwhelming normativity of social media in Alto Hospicio makes 
it clear that using social media to reject prevailing forms of normativity 
is a result of the desires of individuals rather than inherent aspects of 
the media. Social media may facilitate newfound freedom for some –  
but there is every reason to believe that if social media was not avail-
able these individuals would seek this sort of freedom through other 
channels. Social media tends to reinforce ways of identifying that are 
highlighted in other arenas of social life (for instance family connec-
tions, regional affiliation and humour) and to erase those that are less 
important to the community (including indigeneity, overt politicisa-
tion or non- normative gender and sexuality identifications). Social 
media in Alto Hospicio is not a space for the proliferation of identifica-
tions. Indeed, even Hospiceños’ use of aesthetics and visuality online 
illustrate that, even when a whole world of possibility is available, 
the visibility of interactions and the public nature of how commu-
nity gatekeepers moderate others may transform social media into a 
conservative force.
The power of social media as a conservative force relies on its 
accessibility to a wide audience, in part because the necessary technol-
ogy is reasonably affordable as a result of the tax- free import zone. Even 
in a place such as Alto Hospicio, smartphones and internet access are not 
considered luxury goods; they are practically necessary possessions for 
all but the poorest residents, even when refrigerators or stoves are not 
always deemed essential. Such electronic items are not associated with 
an extravagant lifestyle, but rather are indispensable for communica-
tion. Thus social media and its associated technology have quickly and 
almost seamlessly been subsumed within the unassuming normativity 
that dominates social life in Alto Hospicio.
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Social media and social context
The central argument of this book is that, for residents of Alto Hospicio, 
social media acts as an arena in which normative modes of citizenship 
are not only performed, but also reinforced as important social values. 
Hospiceños use social media to express solidarity, test authenticity, 
maintain normativity, perform identifications and challenge concep-
tions of what true ‘Chileanness’ is, all from a marginalised position 
within the nation. Each of these aims of social media usage demonstrates 
the ways in which Hospiceños’ online lives are inflected with expressing 
citizenship in relation to local, regional, national and global levels. The 
residents of Alto Hospicio position their own legal status, rights, public 
participation and sense of belonging precisely in the ways they perform 
marginalised identifications on social media.
In the first chapter of this book I provide a brief history of the pro-
cesses (and violent acts) through which the Pinochet regime introduced 
a neoliberal economic model to Chile. These economic policies, carried 
forward by post- dictatorship democratic governments as well, have no 
doubt been instrumental in positioning Chile among the nations that 
benefit from a rapid and ideally free movement of material resources, 
people and ideas in the current global economic system. Chile receives 
immigrants seeking to perform manual labour and is a major exporter 
of natural resources, both major contributing factors to Chile’s place 
among the world’s strongest economies. The majority of Alto Hospicio’s 
residents are caught up in this movement of people and resources, 
whether as immigrants, workers in importation and exportation or 
in mining the very resources whose exportation sustains the whole 
country’s economy. Most Hospiceños also have the resources to partici-
pate in other types of global exchange using the internet to download 
music, read articles, watch films or interact with others. Yet within the 
nation and the world capitalist economic system, Hospiceños remain 
marginalised.
The marginalised position of Hospiceños has been produced 
through historical economic conditions, beginning with the War of the 
Pacific and nitrate mining and continuing to the violence and neoliberal 
economic shocks of the Pinochet regime. Though the northern region 
provides economic stability to the entire nation, it remains exploited and 
politically peripheral; the city of Alto Hospicio itself represents the most 
extreme case of these two conditions. The stigmas of poverty, crime and 
inhospitableness associated with Alto Hospicio have created conditions 
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of suspicion that always already influence social life, including its enact-
ment on social media.
These realities of social life in Alto Hospicio inform a situation in 
which individuals are more comfortable using social media to solidify 
local identifications than to imagine new possibilities of global con-
nections. Hospiceños connect to the world through social media, but 
their aims are not new relationships, wider identifications, broadened 
self- understanding, proliferation of aesthetic styles or imagined new 
life possibilities. Rather their social media usage almost always corres-
ponds to performing solidarity within their marginalised community. 
The peripheral location of Alto Hospicio within the nation serves as a 
context for the ways in which Hospiceños curate self- representations, 
identify core self- concepts and test one another’s authenticity. In doing 
so, they imagine their marginalisation to be the quality that makes them 
authentically Chilean. Being working class and politically disenfran-
chised marks true cultural Chileanness, thus reversing the logic of cen-
tre and periphery.
Political economy and history deeply impact the ways in which 
Hospiceños understand their place within the nation, and indeed 
how they imagine their own local community. They contrast the 
homogeneity, solidarity and ordinariness of Alto Hospicio with the 
cosmo politanism and political power they associate with the Chilean 
government and residents of more central metropolitan areas, specif-
ically the national capital of Santiago. At the same time Hospiceños 
reproduce discourses of solidarity in connection to proletariat popu-
lations, even across a somewhat contested border with Peru. By con-
trasting their own lived experiences with those of populations more 
central to the nation, they strengthen their own communal sense of 
affiliation; Hospiceños believe themselves to be the true Chilean cit-
izens in contrast to the imagined cosmopolitan Others. With these 
local investments in normativity in mind, it is then clear how social 
media becomes a mechanism for resisting larger issues and institu-
tions of power  – all while normativity remains a point of solidarity 
rather than a repressive force.
Neoliberalism, marginality and social media
This book takes on the subject of normativity in a neoliberal era –  a time 
in which many assume notions of solidarity have been replaced with 
desires to distinguish the self from others on any possible level. While 
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the ‘freeing’ of capital in some places also liberates individuals from tra-
ditional social structures such as the family, connects self- expression to 
consumption and encourages fantasy and aspiration as personal modes 
of imagining, almost the exact opposite results emerge in Alto Hospicio. 
Such consequences reveal that the individualism we often take as a nat-
ural outcome of neoliberalism is not always intrinsic to these sorts of 
economic policies. It is just one of the possible results, always dependent 
on context, that neoliberal ideologies may produce.1
Neoliberal economics beget a whole proliferation of cultural forms, 
which are always context dependent. For Hospiceños, being unassum-
ing in one’s aesthetics, life goals and even social media use marks one as 
belonging. Others – cosmopolitans, capitalists and politicians – generally 
are understood to hold more power, but Hospiceños discursively distance 
them as excessive, superficial and at times corrupt (particularly in the 
case of the last). In doing so they highlight their own similarity within the 
community, asserting their marginality through solidarity.
This marginality is closely associated with identification as work-
ers. Rather than consumption it is labour, both in the home and out-
side for wages, that provides a foundation among Hospiceños for core 
self- understanding and representation. The socio- economic position of 
most Hospiceños becomes a source of solidarity, not just within the local 
community but also cutting across borders, As a result working- class- 
or proletariat- based normativity, rather than forms of distinction, are 
important cultural tropes.
Political economy, particularly the dominant industries in the 
area, do not affect individuals’ sense of pride and self- identifications. 
However, they do impact more broadly upon the very ways in which 
normative understandings of familial relationships and gendered iden-
tifications are represented, performed, taught and usually taken up 
without resistance online. The family is strengthened as the centre of 
social life, as well as providing a trusted anchor in the seemingly endless 
possibilities of internet- based relationships.
Many more individual expressions of self rely on these social 
scripts about productive activity, which is highly gendered  – from 
acceptable forms of creativity to discussions about sex. While men usu-
ally identify as family providers and express pride in the sacrifices they 
make in order to labour as wage earners for their families, women most 
often identify as the caretakers of family, expressing their own labour 
as that of emotion work. These marked divisions between men’s and 
women’s work often reinforce forms of normative gender identifications 
as well as notions of family. Even when lived realities differ from the 
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norm, expressions of gendered self- understanding on social media serve 
to reinforce assumptions about gender rather than challenge them. 
Hospiceños both place importance on the visual representation of fam-
ily connections on social media and use assumptions about naturalised 
gender differences as a base for gender- related humour. Through these 
proliferations of normativity, heterosexual familial structures become 
essential to Hospiceños’ modes of performing and to the regulation of 
others’ performances on social media.
The unassuming aesthetic
While neoliberal economic systems often produce a proliferation of 
consumer goods and advertising which expands aesthetic possibilities – 
often even compelling individuals to see aesthetics as central to ways of 
performing the self – Alto Hospicio has remained outside this formation. 
First glancing at both public and private spaces in Alto Hospicio, the pre-
vailing form of normativity seems to have effectively erased any sense 
of aesthetics. Clothing styles, home architecture and decoration, con-
struction of public space and indeed the curation of aesthetics on social 
media rarely stray from an entirely utilitarian appearance. In spite of 
the vast options of visual representations available on social media, aes-
thetics on Hospiceños’ Facebook, Instagram and Tumblr pages largely 
correspond to the types of unassuming aesthetics they curate in their 
daily lives. This is apparent in the styles of selfies, footies and other sorts 
of Instagram photographs that Hospiceños upload, as well as in their 
sarcastic memes, such as that shared by Tomas above.
Yet it is not so much the functionality of items that defines aes-
thetics in Alto Hospicio, rather a sense of presentation of being incon-
spicuous and unassuming. When young people want to snap a picture, 
simply capturing their feet lounging in front of the television set will do. 
If an individual wants to relate a sentiment – expressing pride, sharing 
philosophical outlooks or even commenting on politics  – a humorous 
meme works without individual nuance or heightened risk of negative 
feedback. Yet this seeming lack of aesthetics in Alto Hospicio is indeed a 
consciously curated form. Hospiceños, particularly those whose families 
are relatively well off because of involvement in the mining industry, 
have the option to purchase the latest fashions and add balconies, land-
scaping or other forms of adornment to their homes. Perhaps even more 
easily, young people could put on their finest clothing and arrange their 
bedroom to take a highly stylised selfie, or could curate collections of 
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beautiful scenes on Instagram. Instead they choose to represent them-
selves aesthetically on social media within the bounds of normative 
unassuming aesthetics. By making this conscious choice, Hospiceños 
develop their unassuming styles as a particular aesthetic, rather than 
a lack thereof.
This aesthetic in many ways refuses class distinction. While the 
economy is dominated by prosperous mining and importation indus-
tries, the people of Alto Hospicio are by and large the manual labourers 
rather than owners of these resources. Both the history of labour move-
ment solidarity as well as current experiences of the production process 
(at times characterised by workers as exploitation) lead to a refusal of 
class distinction – despite the fact that these workers earn reasonably 
good salaries and at a basic level are capable of purchasing goods or 
acquiring other sorts of cultural and social capital that could very well 
be used in creating distinctions. The conditions of Alto Hospicio demon-
strate the overgeneralisation inherent in assumptions that modern cap-
italism inevitably generates incessant aspirations for greater material 
wealth or the proliferation of consumption- based class distinction.
Networks, normativity and boundaries
The global and semi- public nature of social media also provides for 
expansive social fields, in which connections across all kinds of social 
and geographic boundaries become possible. Yet Hospiceños prefer 
to connect with people they know, using as a guide the visibility of 
their social networks inherent in certain forms of social media. Just 
as I aroused suspicion at first when trying to connect with Hospiceños 
online, residents of Alto Hospicio tend to be wary of newcomers until 
their connections within the community become visible. Hospiceños’ 
choices of which social media to use for various purposes often rely in 
part on the visibility of social networks provided by the platform. New 
relationships become validated through connections to existing rela-
tionships with family, long- term friends, neighbours and work- mates. 
The fact that young Hospiceños prefer using Facebook as a dating site, 
rather than applications such as Tinder or Grindr, makes their prefer-
ence for visible relationships clear. Equally, the practice of making new 
friends through commenting on mutual acquaintances’ Facebook posts 
demonstrates how visible social connections do the work of authenticat-
ing individuals as trustworthy, and thus worthy of time and communi-
cation. These communications strategies are indeed quite logical within 
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the context of historical and political economic processes that have fed 
discourses of suspicion in Alto Hospicio.
The visibility of networks and communications on social media also 
makes it an ideal place for performing the boundaries of the expected and 
expanding the traditional mechanisms of ‘keeping people in their place’, 
such as through gossip and indirect language. Social media allows users 
to prick the bubbles of pretension that they see while maintaining dis-
tance from direct confrontation – which would indeed be antithetical to 
the solidarity which Hospiceños also value.
To act within normativity is to be sensitive to the possibility of 
diverging from it. As a result it pervades almost all aspects of life for 
Hospiceños – what they eat, what they wear, what they talk about and 
how they dream of the future. Individuals express their own personal 
preferences, styles and ambitions, but the range in which those self- 
expressions fall is much more limited than might have been expected, 
particularly given the size of the city2 and the numbers of migrants from 
various cultural backgrounds. Those who are not sensitive to this type of 
divergence are challenged for their boundary crossing on social media at 
times, by those who feel a stronger interest in maintaining boundaries. 
Those who challenge in this way, either consciously or unconsciously, 
highlight the normative ways in which they expect others to express 
themselves. Social media, as a semi- public space, becomes an ideal stage 
on which normativity is both reproduced and redefined through these 
sanctions.
Alto Hospicio, then, helps to explain a core component of social 
media itself. These shared and group- focused media are an ideal conduit 
for normativity – but this is also a property of social media that allows 
it to be taken up easily, without disrupting daily life. Within a very 
short time social media has become taken for granted and integrated 
into quotidian forms of communication and presentation of the self in 
everyday life. Indeed, normativity may explain both what is extraordi-
nary about Alto Hospicio as well as what is ordinary about social media. 
Social media is an ideal technology for establishing and extending nor-
mativity to the rest of social life. In turn it is also subject to the pressures 
of normativity, so that everyone knows what should and should not be 
posted, where the limits of obscenity are and in what ways politics may 
be approached without raising eyebrows.
In many instances humour is key both to testing and maintaining 
the boundaries of acceptability. Humour ranges from funny status mes-
sages and sarcastic comments to ridiculous forms of exaggeration and 
visual puns exemplified by memes. When someone acts unacceptably, 
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humour provides a means of chastising such activity without causing 
shame. But humour also marks the space as informal, and often works 
to strengthen, reaffirm or even begin new friendships. This type of play-
fulness allows for commentary on social structure without direct artic-
ulation, and acts as a barrier to accountability for sincere forms of social 
commentary. Humorous memes are used to test the boundaries of the 
appropriate and possible in a safe way, and thus are integral to notions 
of normativity. In fact humour may be the key to the ways in which indi-
viduals view normativity as desirable rather than repressive.
Humour also reinforces Hospiceños’ sense that social media is an 
authentic form of interacting with friends and acquaintances. Much of 
the humour on their social media pages works through interaction in 
comments. Hospiceños even respond to memes by posting correspond-
ing memes in the comment area afforded by Facebook. As Sherzer 
contends, humour may be used as a test of local knowledge, and when 
successful constitutes a collective achievement.3
In Alto Hospicio the implicit decision not to flaunt wealth and mate-
rial goods, build striking houses nor express individual personality in 
self style work all work in order to serve community cohesion. There is 
little impulse to inspire jealousy. Instead Hospiceños exert effort to main-
tain a status quo which is obtainable by everyone. Yet this norm requires 
that individuals define the boundaries of normativity as a public project. 
These boundaries become clear in gossip, and in resistance to those who 
appear to cross them. As such, social media becomes integral to main-
taining normativity. While the production of normativity is an important 
aspect of daily social life on the street, in civic society and in personal 
conversations with neighbours, the project is furthered and made more 
visible when Hospiceños use social media to perform ‘sameness’.
Performing social scripts
Throughout this book I use the concept of social scripts to explain the 
ways in which normativity makes some behaviours seem ‘natural’ and 
expected, while other behaviours are construed as weird, out of place 
or inappropriate. The idea of social scripts draws on the notion that peo-
ple are always performing; though they may improvise, basic cultural 
narratives serve as a platform for these performances. Interaction on 
social media makes clear the ways in which these scripts are not pre- 
existing, but are constantly constructed by those acting within them. Not 
all Hospiceños always live within the bounds of what the larger group 
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might consider appropriate – but it is these very ruptures in naturalised 
assumptions that make the assumptions visible. Examples of these rup-
tures demonstrate how those who hold more stake in maintaining nor-
mativity often actively reassert the prevailing social norms when they 
are challenged.
The idea of social scripts also acknowledges the importance of the 
audience in interaction. Both actors and audiences constantly interpret 
and redefine the social scripts in the context of their specific history and 
political economy. Everyday performances on social media tell stories 
of self- understanding and affiliation, both to the self and others, cre-
ating the ‘socially real’ through the telling.4 As Dwight Conquergood 
contends, performance does not necessarily begin with experience, but 
performance often realises the experience.5
Above all, the idea that social media platforms are a stage for 
performing social scripts to an audience reminds us that social media 
is indeed ‘social’. The interactive nature of social media is key to the 
popularity of certain platforms and applications as opposed to others. 
Because Hospiceños conceive of Twitter as unidirectional, they con-
sider it boring. Conversely Facebook, WhatsApp, and Instagram provide 
ample opportunity for ‘liking’, commenting, conversing and engaging 
in other forms of interaction (such as posting a link or photograph on a 
friend’s Facebook wall); they are consequently ingrained in daily com-
munications. But more deeply, the interactive nature of social media 
is important because it provides a platform on which social scripts are 
not only acted out, but also actively negotiated. So while normativity 
does structure much of Hospiceños’ daily lives, this is not a unidirec-
tional process. Like all forms of hegemony,6 normativity is negotiated by 
individuals within a larger structure. The social scripts certainly exist, 
and they do provide an outline for social life in Alto Hospicio, but many 
Hospiceños value their ability to improvise as well.
It is precisely because of the centrality of community that social 
media is important to Hospiceños and takes the specific forms that it 
does. Social media, rather than alienating individuals from their neigh-
bours, families, or friends, creates new inroads to interaction in Alto 
Hospicio, at times even fostering the creation of new social relationships. 
There is no reason to believe these relationships are any less sincere or 
any more mediated than relationships that begin or develop any other 
way. Hospiceños use social media to seek out people with mutual inter-
ests, similar backgrounds and human networks in common; in so doing 
they simply supplement their social lives, rather than replace them or 
make them less authentic.
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Performing the ordinary in an extraordinary place
These social networks are important to the community because of the 
unique set of existing circumstances and neoliberal ideologies that 
structure the space of Alto Hospicio. The absence of both state interven-
tion and large private businesses often leaves the residents to their own 
devices. Within this context social networks and community become 
important resources, and thus identifications with sameness rather 
than difference are important to highlight. Discourses of normativity 
may repress, erase or obscure some forms of identification, but they 
serve to provide community cohesion, often seen as necessary for indi-
viduals who feel marginalised within broader structures. While some 
Hospiceños say that the range of expression in Alto Hospicio makes life 
boring, none outwardly convey that they feel personally repressed or 
unable to express their individuality. Instead the bounding of expression 
happens at an unconscious level in which the range of ‘natural’ options 
is circumscribed through social scripts. Individuals do not therefore 
experience a loss of options; rather they simply do not consider certain 
options in the first place.
Normativity is closely connected to notions of citizenship, and 
particularly strands of citizenship that highlight belonging. By remain-
ing within the bounds of expected and naturalised ways of performing, 
interacting and expressing the self, Hospiceños communicate that they 
are ‘good citizens’. They abide by the prevailing social scripts rather 
than challenging them, and overall contribute to a cohesive commu-
nity. But this normativity is also closely connected to the ways in which 
Hospiceños conceive of citizenship in relation to the nation- state. 
Maintaining local normativity allows Hospiceños to conceive of their 
marginality in contrast to the imagined excesses and cosmopolitanism 
of sites more physically and figuratively central to the nation. By main-
taining unassuming aesthetics, close community ties, traditional family 
forms and a focus on the local, Hospiceños represent themselves as the 
real Chilean citizens – marginalised by government and business inter-
ests and peripheral to political participation, legal status and rights, but 
nonetheless those who truly belong.
In identifying as marginalised citizens, individuals highlight their 
modes of self- understanding that correspond to Hospiceño normativity. 
However, when certain aspects of the self are highlighted, others are 
erased, obscured or left unmentioned. Work and family are both usu-
ally highlighted, and often used to place the self within broader social 
worlds. While men often take pride in providing for their families, adult 
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women take pride in caring for them. Non- heteronormative relation-
ships are downplayed at times in favour of identification with one’s natal 
family. Other connections within the community are also highlighted, 
whether through affiliations such as neighbourhood, childhood friend-
ship, extended family or through more formal organisations, including 
community groups or municipal government. While highlighting local 
community is almost always an important way of performing citizen-
ship associated with belonging, Hospiceños’ attitudes toward nation-
alism are more complex. In the context of P/ politics, regionalism and 
localism are highlighted over the national. Yet when associated with 
cultural forms such as food, sport or heritage, they identify closely and 
enthusiastically with being Chilean.
With such identifications Hospiceños attempt to reverse under-
standings of centre and periphery, representing themselves as the true 
Chileans; conversely those in the cosmopolitan centres of the nation 
are positioned as inauthentic. This conception of citizenship is closely 
associated with social and economic class – areas almost always high-
lighted by Hospiceños in claiming solidarity with working- class and 
non- cosmopolitan lifestyles. At times this even leads to cross- border 
identifications in which perceptions of common class and proletarian 
ideals supersede national identification. Similarly differences in race 
and, particularly, indigeneity are often erased in order to highlight 
a broader sense of marginality in which most Hospiceños can claim 
a part, rather than compartmentalising or hierarchising forms of 
disadvantage.
Overall these forms of highlighting and erasure create a strong sense 
of solidarity among most Hospiceños, frequently directed against such 
structures as the state, neoliberal capitalism or notions of cosmopolitan 
Otherness. However, these tactics also tend to erase forms of difference 
that otherwise could be important to peoples’ self- understanding:  for 
example identification as an indigenous person, sexual or gender non- 
normativity or life aspirations that include goals associated with cosmo-
politanism or other ‘alternative’ lifestyles. These erasures are not only 
reflected in individuals’ posts on social media; they are also actively 
maintained through sanctioning certain kinds of posting through neg-
ative feedback. Thus the discursive structures of social media not only 
express forms of normativity in Alto Hospicio; they are key to mobilising 
and maintaining them.
In essence, social media is what users make it. In Alto Hospicio, 
where normativity and solidarity are important social values, social 
media is oriented towards those aims. New media circulate old stories, 
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and are both the products and producers of the social scripts to which 
its users are subject. Hospiceños reproduce their normativities through 
social media even without realising it. They highlight their marginal-
ised citizenship and erase forms of distinction, creating their own par-
ticular community identification in the process.
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Appendix 1 – Social Media Questionnaire
In June, July and August 2014, together with field work assistant Jorge 
Castro Gárate of the department of Social Work at Universidad Arturo 
Pratt in Iquique, I surveyed 100 Hospiceños about their use of social 
media. The survey took place in two parts. Part One took about one hour 
and the second part only 10 minutes.
The first part of the survey began with questions regarding basic 
demographics:  gender, age, domestic situation, occupation, ethnic or 
racial identification and longevity in Alto Hospicio. It then asked about 
family attributes and indicators of wealth. The majority of the survey 
was made up of questions regarding use of social media: which media 
the respondent used, how long had accounts been held, with what fre-
quency were these social media used, what sort of devices were used to 
access the media, with whom did the respondent communicate using 
the media, how many ‘friends’ did the respondent have and where were 
these other people located.
The second part of the survey asked questions related to commu-
nication with family members on social media, differences between 
social media friends known face- to- face and those known only online, 
fake profiles, use of photographs online and the relationship between 
social media usage and business or commerce. This survey also asked 
for assessments of happiness, popularity, social obligations and inter-
personal tensions as a result of social media usage.
These surveys were both quantitative and qualitative in nature, 
and were replicated in all nine field sites of the Global Social Media 
Impact Study. Quantitative cross- field site analyses are available in 
Chapter  4 of the edited volume How the World Changed Social Media, 
which explores various themes of the study as a whole.
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Chapter 6
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the Chilean earthquake caused far less damage and death due to the better infrastructure.
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eral’, but between what could be described as left- wing socialist politics and apathy about 
national politics in general. Thus I addressed apathy in the previous section and I discuss 
young left- wing activists here: discussions of conservative politics remain absent to reflect 
the fact that among Hospiceños active involvement in conservative political organizations 
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8 See the video at https:// www.youtube.com/ watch?feature=player_ embedded&v= 
sQyHcrq1F2U
9 See Han, C.  2012. Life in Debt:  Times of Care and Violence in Neoliberal Chile. Berkeley, 
CA: University of California Press.
10 Because of the difference I perceived in local definitions of politics with my own broader 
definition, in this chapter I use Politics (with a capital P) to indicate the sorts of national 
issues and institutions that most Hospiceños considered political and politics (with a small 
p) to indicate a broader notion of politics as local, regional, national or international discus-
sions and wielding of power that have to do with governance, law and negotiations between 
individual freedoms and government regulations.
11 Mendez, M.  L. 2008. “Middle Class  Identities in a Neoliberal Age:  Tensions between 
Contested Authenticities.’ Sociological Review, 56(2): 220– 37.
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15  Whether the specific migrants work in the industry or not, the economic opportunities of 
the region are based on the prosperity of mining.
16 ‘America’, in South America, refers to the whole of the American continent (usually North 
and South America are conceptualised as a single land mass); it is often a political state-
ment, reclaiming the word from a specifically North American usage.
17 “Chile– Peru Border defined by UN Court at The Hague.’ BBC News (28 January 2014). 
Accessed 29 January 2014, http:// www.bbc.com/ news/ world- europe- 25911867.
18 These tactics of highlighting similarity and difference correspond to Bucholtz and Hall’s 
notions of ‘adequation and distinction’. As they explain, affirming affiliation often works 
through expressing sameness or difference, both of which are effective tactics of identifica-
tion. See Bucholtz and Hall, 2005. ‘Identity and Interaction.’ 599.
19 Yeh, 2007. ‘Tibetan Indigeneity.’ 76.
20 Anderson, 1983. Imagined Communities.
Chapter 7
1 Also see Ong’s discussion of ‘neoliberalism as exception’ and ‘exceptions to neoliberal-
ism’. Ong, A.  2006. Neoliberalism as Exception:  Mutations in Citizenship and Sovereignty. 
Durham, NC: Duke University Press.
2 Redfield suggests that smaller ‘folk’ communities exhibit homogeneity, solidarity and fel-
lowship, while urban areas exhibit a loss of these characteristics. See Redfield, R. 1955. The 
Little Community and Peasant Society and Culture. Chicago: University of Chilcago Press.
3 Sherzer, J. 2002. Word Play and Verbal Art. Austin: University of Texas Press. 51.
4 See Butler’s discussion of performativity and identity. Butler, 1999. Gender Trouble. 146.
5 Conquergood, D.  1986. ‘Between Experience and Meaning:  Performance as a Paradigm 
for Meaningful Action.’ Renewal and Revision: The Future of Interpretation. Colson, T., ed. 
Austin: Omega. 6– 7.
6 Gramsci, 1971. Selections from the Prison Notebooks. 216.
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Based on 15 months of ethnographic research in the city of 
Alto Hospicio in northern Chile, this book describes how 
the residents use social media, and the consequences of 
this use in their daily lives. nell Haynes argues that social 
media is a place where Alto Hospicio’s residents – or 
Hospiceños – express their feelings of marginalisation that 
result from living in a city far from the national capital, and 
with a notoriously low quality of life compared to other 
urban areas in Chile.
in actively distancing themselves from residents in cities 
such as santiago, Hospiceños identify as marginalised 
citizens, and express a new kind of social norm. Yet Haynes 
finds that by contrasting their own lived experiences with 
those of people in metropolitan areas, Hospiceños are 
strengthening their own sense of community and the sense 
of normativity that shapes their daily lives. This exciting 
conclusion is illustrated by the range of social media 
posts about personal relationships, politics and national 
citizenship, particularly on Facebook. 
Ne ll  HayNe s  is Postdoctoral Fellow at Pontificia 
Universidad Católica de Chile in santiago. she received 
her Phd in Anthropology from the American University 
in 2013. Her research addresses themes of performance, 
authenticity, globalization, and gendered and ethnic 
identification in Bolivia and Chile.
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